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ABSTRACT 
 
This feminist performative ethnography locates the emergence of the new public school in 
Chicago, the charter school, within a cultural imperative for global competence by local 
government, private-public interventions to stage school reform, and marginalized communities’ 
participations to achieve educational equality.  These new educative spaces, found mostly in 
underprivileged neighborhoods, engender complex social and cultural performances among 
students, parents, educators, local, and national figures who transact across racial, gender, ethnic, 
linguistic, and class discourses to both engage and/or contest the transformation of public 
education, its curriculum and practice, and the democratic participation of communities.  
Through a Latina Feminist theoretical lens that approaches issues of power, knowledge, and 
everyday communal relationships, and a Performative Pedagogy that presents the acts of doing 
by individuals to express the complexities of their communities, this dissertation situates a 
special focus on the oral testimonies and histories that speak of the political, historical, cultural, 
and social awareness students and teachers have of their location, their embodied subjectivity, 
and their participatory performance as charter school students/participants in the city of Chicago.  
Joining the personal voices of these participants is my own lifelong educational testimony 
performed as an autoethnography that will interrupt, translate, and reflect.  Evoking the mythical 
metaphor of La Malinche as a verb of the present, using her gaze, her tongue, and her body as 
I/she journey through neoliberal times, the different voices collected in this dissertation will seek 
to provide democratic possibilities to engage in a participatory pedagogy that acknowledges the 
sociopolitical intersections underrepresented students and their families find themselves in their 
quest for educational equity within urban public schools. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
A RESTLESS BACKSTAGE 
 
From its origins Chicago has been a city divided within itself; today large parts of the city 
proper are essentially sealed off from the “periphery,” isolated by widening racial and class 
rifts. (Abu-Lughod, 1999, p. 321)  
 
Educational reform in the United States is embedded in the political and public national 
agenda. The discourses driving the needs to reform public education in the United States have 
acquired a national dogmatic practice that seeks to end an ongoing crisis of the American public 
education system. Evidence of this crisis translates into established commonsensical notions of 
school “performance” markers that need to be fixed: abysmal standardized test scores, troubling 
graduation rates, and the inability to compete with comparable school systems of other 
developed nations in core subjects such as math and science in the modern economy. The 
pronouncement of A Nation at Risk, (National Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983) 
launched these performance markers to solidify the discourse of reform in the public arena. 
Other markers of failure present, but less emphasized in the public sphere, are the persistent 
issues of inequity, poverty, and deteriorating school districts feeding unacceptable achievement 
gaps experienced by minority and marginalized school populations in comparison to White, 
mainstream students.  
Four years after the aforementioned report found its way in the public imaginary, 
Education Secretary William J. Bennett designated the city of Chicago to be the worst public 
school system in the nation, expanding a sense of fear and impossibility toward a public school 
system immersed in failure. His call for reform was informed by neoliberal market models where 
public schools “straighten up fast” when forced to compete with private schools (New York 
Times. Nov 8, 1987).  This event projected the city’s public school system to such an extent, that  
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any policy or decision made thereafter would be magnified for its innovation or continuing 
failure in the face of drastic economic and cultural shifts awaiting Chicago’s poorest 
neighborhoods. Two decades later, the consequences for this type of immeasurable statements 
made by the politician du jour are still cascading down via a path of policies that contain a sense 
of urgency that often times excludes sensible pedagogical research findings and practices, socio-
contextual localities, and participatory community input.  In search of the cure-all prescription, 
educational reformers in cities joining the race to compete for public funds, private investors, and 
global rankings, educational practices chosen to be the one answer to pervasive educational 
inequality instantly expand to become the answer to reverse decades of educational achievement 
gaps, as well as to ignore pervasive economic inequality, racialized inequity, and deteriorating 
infrastructures in public schools found in the poorest, most segregated, and marginalized spaces. 
In post-industrial cities like Chicago, striving for global competence and world-class city 
status in the new millennium, we find its public school system and its inscribed requirement to 
reform bearing the responsibility to embody neoliberal aesthetics of desirability in its school 
infrastructures, as well as extending these values onto pedagogical practices that shape students’ 
identities and embodied experiences. As Lipman (1998) contends, performing the meaning of 
these frameworks, values, and practices shape schools’ entrances, classrooms, hallways, 
lunchrooms, staircases, and playgrounds; these places, as well as the communities they find 
themselves inhabiting, “are not neutral” spaces (p. 6). They are constantly undergoing 
performances altered by multiple intersectionalities of race, class, gender, among other 
sociocultural identity markers condensed with societal values, ideas and power dynamics (Hill 
Collins, 2000). Identified as “contested terrains” (Apple, 1995, Giroux, 1983, quoted in Lipman, 
1998), schools have been the public spaces where “dominant social relations are both reproduced 
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and contested” and extend to the social and political identity students have of themselves 
(Lipman, 1998, p. 6). The rise of the new (public) charter school embodies and (re)presents the 
new citizen in neoliberal times. 
Economically and racially segregated in their majority, “periphery” communities in 
Chicago have witnessed the steady establishment of charter schools as the new public school that 
would fulfill economic models promoting human capital theories, entrepreneurship, self-
responsibility, competition, and choice in a “need-to-reform era.”  Concepts such as 
revitalization and sustainability, accountability and control, autonomy and self-governance 
(Anderson, 2005) come to mind when (re)defining the city and its new public (charter) schools in 
targeted Chicago’s neighborhoods. In this manner, schooling infused with neoliberal policies, 
fulfilling the imperative for reform, has been an experienced reality for “urban students” living in 
Chicago for over two decades, (mis)placing their bodies in complex institutional and political 
locations.  
In the midst of a social and cultural spectacle of fear and failure in Chicago’s public 
schools, parents and students have learned the dynamics of neoliberal educational discourses. 
With declarations of public education’s standardized test-scores crisis, outdated and broken 
public school systems, media-hyped representations of urban unschooled bodies and their deadly 
acts of violence paraded on the daily news, charter schools in Chicago are (re)presented by the 
media, lawmakers and charter school supporters as the alternative route to challenge, rescue and 
ultimately replace “traditional” public school systems inscribed with an infectious malady 
rhetoric that propagates social problems. (Public) charter schools have positioned themselves in a 
dichotomy vis-à-vis (regular) public schools (re)framing public opinions in regards to the need to 
maintain regular public schools in operation. Thus, without insistence from the public, 
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legislators, and educational policy makers for consistent educational research that may generate 
evidence to prove charter schools’ effectiveness or the solution to educational inequity among 
poor ethnic and racial minority students, Chicago has witnessed the steady reproduction of 
charter schools campuses throughout the city. The claims presented in structural binaries to favor 
the advocacy, establishment, and proliferation of charter schools frames the “traditional” public 
school versus a Charter (public) school to embody an “us versus them” rhetoric: traditional 
public schools as outdated versus charter (public) schools as innovative, underperforming versus 
competitiveness, menace versus safety, centralized versus autonomous, school failure versus 
school reform, respectively. These new “charters” and their promise to improve students’ 
performance and to deliver “choice,” “discipline,” “innovation,” “leadership,” “empowerment,” 
and life long success in their campuses (Dávila, 2004), enjoy presidential sponsorship, public-
private investment patronage, and city government’s approval in a politically and culturally 
convulsive Chicago.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 5 
CHAPTER 1 
 
(UN)CHARTERED CLASSROOMS: LATINA GAZE, FEMINIST TONGUES, 
PERFORMANCE PEDAGOGY, AND THE NEW (PUBLIC) CHARTER SCHOOL IN 
CHICAGO  
 
This chapter presents Chicago’s public school system through the undeterred current 
neoliberal agenda driving educational reform that intersects with dynamics of race, class, and 
gendered bodies attending the new, autonomous, charter school in Chicago.  I introduce a 
critique of neoliberalism and the complexities of what “public” education currently embodies 
under this regime.  Throughout the chapter, I trouble the current state of public schools in the 
city of Chicago under the current federal policies that favor managerialism, privatization/choice, 
standardization, quantitative performance (i.e. Race to the Top, NCLB, Renassaince 2010).  In 
addition, the chapter includes a socioeconomic context of those subjects that attend the city’s 
public schools and the way they are currently represented by culture/media.  Further, the chapter 
exposes the theoretical frameworks engendered by a Feminist(a) Performative Pedagogy that 
allows the researcher to research and be researched throughout the text.  I weave my own 
testimonio as a Chicago public school student and a Chicago Public School teacher to speak, 
gaze, perform, and remember with the research participants.  I present the inclusion of a series of 
autoethnographic texts through the voice of Malinche (a contestatory Chicana/Latina metaphor) 
to frame the performative theme of each chapter and the way my subjectivity leaks with the 
present policies, spectacles, narratives, and participants’ testimonios as they become and 
(trans)form the new charter (public) school. 
I am Malinche: The body performs, the body remembers 
 
What the United States needs is another kind of public education—one that encourages us to 
become an involved, informed public.  What this country needs is a recommitment to schools and 
other social institutions whose mandate lies in delivering the kind of public education that will 
equip us for this task (Hill Collins, 2009, p. IX). 
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We arrived at the importance of testimonio as a crucial means of bearing witness and inscribing 
into history those lived realities that would otherwise succumb to the alchemy of erasure…we 
are exploring the ways in which our individual identities express the complexities of our 
communities as a whole (The Latina Feminist Group, 2001, pp. 2, 20). 
 
The spectacle is not a collection of images; rather, it is a social relationship between people that 
is mediated by images (Debord, 1994, p. 12). 
 
 
I nervously slip into my old public school teacher’s clothes.  My teaching ensemble feels 
a little tight around the edges, but I convince myself that my four year absence from the public 
school system will not be perceived by the young students and my new colleagues. I set foot on 
the stage, a familiar classroom on the first floor of the school building located at the intersections 
of trendy lofts and demolished public housing, bordering Martin Luther King Drive.  My return 
to my former profession, a Chicago public school teacher, echoes through the walls as I turn on 
the lights of the vast room.   
Yet, while standing in front of the board, the classroom space seemed so stifling, almost 
incredulous of my presence at 7:30 in the morning in the middle of another Chicago sweltering 
summer.  I became aware that the air conditioner unit did not work, but kept on arranging tables 
and chairs for my 8 o’clock class.  The yellow paint on the walls did not dissipate my anxiety.  
Going through the reading materials I had included for my first lesson, an article on Michelle 
Obama and her educational experience in Princeton, I attributed my apprehension to location: I 
would teach the reading and writing component of the ISAT (Illinois Standards Achievement 
Test) in a Math classroom.  Charts and formulaic posters covered the walls, to, what I figured, 
would always help students remember algebra word problems. 
I found the farthest right corner of the room to be the most apt place to organize the milk 
crates I carried from the “Reading Closet,” (a true luxury to have in this day of budget cuts and 
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benevolent private funding.)  I carry about forty reading books in each crate.  “It’s almost time” 
becomes my quiet mantra to dissipate my stage fright.  The electronic school bell sounds to mark 
the official return from my graduate school journey into the public school classroom with the 
assigned duty to raise the students’ test scores in a heroic three-weeks timeline.  
After the expected introductions, I, the new summer school teacher, incite all students to 
do their best, to improve their learning academic outcomes during these three weeks, and have a 
fresh start come September. Malikah asks me assertively without hesitation: “Do you have 
children?”  
I try my best to hide my internal reaction of “you are interrupting my introduction 
speech,” in order to have my teacher instinct look for the old “how to teach teenagers” files.  I 
search under the subject, “behavioral management and nurturing children’s curiosity.”  My 
teacher brain finds the dusty files and sends my body a signal to recognize that this question was 
meant to connect with their newly arrived instructor at a more personal level, as girls, as a 
woman with some sort of family values, as a professional that also births babies, and not as a 
malicious teenage interruption.  I decide to eagerly share my personal life through my 
eighteenth-month-old child and send out that lifeline out into the audience as a kite string where 
everyone could share a spot. 
“Yes. I have one daughter.” 
“How old is she?” they all asked in unison. 
“She is eighteen months.” I answered enthusiastically, almost pleading approval and acceptance, 
under the impression of an instant bonding experience.  
“Would you send your daughter to this school?” 
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The voice that emitted this question was tinged with a bittersweet melody of innocence 
and pride, incredulity and resignation, isolation and hope under an oppressive lamp using an 
intense yellow light inside a confessional.  Her question filled every corner inside the classroom. 
“Would you send your daughter to this school?”  
The question pierced my ears placing my stiff body in an instantaneous convulsion made of 
emotions and logic. How does one answer a question so burdened with stereotyped assumptions, 
racialized realities, marginalized doubt, as one stands exposed, without the choice to perform as 
an actor or an spectator, but rather both roles?   
The exposure of the self who is also a spectator has to take us somewhere we couldn’t otherwise 
get to (Behar, 1996, p. 14). 
 
Would you…? 
Send your daughter…? 
To this school…? 
I had the epiphany question (Denzin, 2003) presented to me while acting as the 8th grade 
Reading and Writing teacher (or ISAT class) during the 2008 summer school session at an all-
girls public charter school in Chicago. The question rattled loudly in my brain for days, and as 
the school entered its 9th year of operations, the 2008-2009 school year began.  The question 
slowly made its trajectory to the rest of my body, the body I began to shape into the form of my 
new position: the Internship Coordinator for the sophomore class in one of the twenty seven 
charter schools that currently operate in the city of Chicago.   
Would I, a Mexican woman, born in the Near West Side of Chicago, English as a Second 
Language Learner with a postsecondary education, send my daughter to an all girl public charter 
school designed to deliver “leadership to the urban girl in math, science, and technology,” 
surrounded by the ghosts of public housing buildings, economic marginalization, historical riots 
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fueled by racist ideologies, and racially demarcated neighborhoods found within the predominant 
African-American-South Side-Gentrified-Bronzeville neighborhood?  However, rather than 
simply interrogate my political decision to send my daughter to this charter school, (a 
performative pedagogical act) where I, acting as a teacher in a complex position of power, would 
have limited my students’ “acute physical awareness” (Pineau, 1998, p. 133) to a mere 
“unpacking and deconstructing [of] student responses” of their place (Alexander, 2006, p. 256), 
there were more significant occurrences unfolding before me as I participated in this event: The 
political, historical, cultural, and social awareness these young girls have of their location, their 
embodied subjectivity, and their participatory performance as charter school students in the city 
of Chicago while reading my presence in their stage both as a direct participatory agent of their 
position(s) and as a possibility of critical pedagogical engagement of our political intersections 
(Burbules and Berk, 1999). 
Such a question embodied a reflective intervention that expected not a conclusive 
response on my part, but rather, the need to untie the tongue and speak of the intersectionalities 
transacting through us as we shared the stage of the “reformed” and “chartered” classroom.  This 
multilayered juncture of racialized identities, gendered acts, and urbanized subjects schoolhoused 
in a “school choice” informed setting where the performance of the entrepreneurial self gives 
form to the future autonomous consumer, weaves in with my own summarized and communal 
identities of the often-used moniker “Chicago-public-school-product” who later becomes a 
Chicago public school teacher in order to serve my community shaped by ideologies of social, 
cultural, economic, and linguistic solidarities.   The messy acts of untying and weaving these 
fluid and plural locations within educational spaces such as charter schools, reproduces a fissure 
to disrupt a “neoliberal metanarrative” (Peters, 2001, p. 74). embodied in the conceptualization 
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and rationalization of charter schools culture(s) and broader  educational policy in the city of 
Chicago: 
This master narrative, which projects an ideological vision of the future, differs 
from the social democratic narrative. It does not adopt the language of equality of 
educational opportunity and it does not attempt to redress power imbalances or 
socio-economic inequalities. The new neoliberal metanarrative is based on a 
vision of the future: one sustained by "excellence," by "technological literacy," by 
"skills training," by "performance," and by "enterprise culture” (ibid. p. 73-74). 
 
With neoliberal ideologies1 informing every aspect of public institutions, including the 
encouragement of “entrepreneurial qualities in school curricula” (ibid.), private stories that give 
an embodied testimony of the performances that challenge educational inequality and 
marginalization are an urgent medium to voice silenced populations caught in the “cultural 
reconstruction” (ibid.).  This cultural reconstruction set by neoliberal policies presents public life 
as commodities and community as an obstacle for the free and rational enterprising self.  Further, 
Harvey (2005) reveals how a free-market neoliberal policy transforms public education for the 
poor living in the margins demanding “autonomy” from the state to enact neoliberal education 
reform, while requiring the same state (at both federal and local levels), to intervene and, “to 
create and preserve an institutional framework appropriate to such practices” (p. 2).  These 
neoliberal practices, as Hursh (2009) reminds us, have “not resulted in increased national or 
individual wealth, nor better educational systems” (p. xi).  Thus, in a period of “prescribed 
common sense schooling,” (Kumashiro, 2008) and knowledge as a privatized commodity, 
(Smith, 2005) where standardization of knowledge(s), curricula, and teaching (re)produced by 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Anijar and Gabbard (2009) argue that “the proponents of neoliberal policies embrace the same brand of economic 
liberalism as their 18th and 19th century forbearers. Neoliberalism is “new” only in the sense that, as a political 
movement, it signals a resurgence of economic liberalism.  The economic liberals…seek to affect a reclamation of 
the dominance they enjoyed prior to the global crisis of capitalism in the first half the 20th century” (p. 32).  This 
“reclamation of dominance” is what Harvey (2005) equates to a “restoration of class power,” which in turn has 
consolidated, as Klein (2007) illustrates, “the rise of authoritarianism, exploitation, inequality, and the destruction of 
the environment” (cited in Hursh, 2009, p ix).  
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notions of “tradition, professionalism, morality, and normalcy/[neutrality],” (Kumashiro, 2008, 
pp. xxiii, 14) continue to justify the necessity to employ high-stakes testing, punitive 
accountability measures, entrepreneurial and free-market models in educational spaces, 
corporative school reform, fear tactics and policing of public social entities and cultural 
identities.   
It is necessary to include the immeasurable fluidity of life experience testimonies of those 
targeted students that find themselves intersecting their personal, social, and political selves 
within new public schools of choice heavily informed by neoliberal rules. I will employ the 
metaphor of, “la lengua desatada,” an untied (unleashed) tongue, inspired by Latina scholars 
that rescued the embodied performance of the historical and mythical indigenous figure of 
Malinche, to present the acts, performances, and lived stories that contest social policies that 
continue to perpetuate economic, social, and cultural oppression toward marginalized 
populations living in Chicago. While untying the tongue, it is my desire to give birth to a 
counternarrative that voices the embodied experiences of youth and communities witnessing the 
systemic dismantling of a democratic public education, fracturing further the possibility of 
erasing educational inequity among marginalized students (Fine, 1991; Hill Collins, 2009; 
Ladson-Billings, 2009; Valenzuela, 1999).   
Joining the personal voices of these participants is my own lifelong educational testimony 
performed as an autoethnography that will interrupt, translate, and reflect.  Evoking the mythical 
metaphor of La Malinche as a verb of the present, using her gaze, her tongue, and her body as 
I/she journey through neoliberal times, the different voices collected in this dissertation will seek 
to provide democratic possibilities to engage in a participatory pedagogy that acknowledges the 
sociopolitical intersections underrepresented students and their families find themselves in, in 
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their quest for educational equity within urban public schools.    
I am Malinche: Writing our Performances 
Yo soy la Malinche. 
My people called me Malintzin Tenepal 
the Spaniards called me Doña Marina 
I came to be known as Malinche 
and malinche came to mean traitor 
they called me-chingada. Chingada. 
(Ha-¡Chingada! Screwed!) 
I became Interpreter, Advisor, and lover. 
They could not imagine me dealing on a level 
with you – so they said I was raped, used, chingada. ¡Chingada! 
But I saw our world 
  and your world 
  and another. 
But Chingada I was not. 
 Not tricked, not screwed, not traitor. 
For I was not traitor to myself – 
 I saw a dream and I reached it. Another world… La raza 
Carmen Tafolla, “La Malinche” 
 
Like so many children of immigrant parents, I often translated for my mother. I 
can remember very clearly being in Rose’s (a Woolworth-type of store in 
Columbia, South Carolina) and translating between my mother and the saleslady.  
I say in “between” because that is where I remember being placed, or perhaps 
placing myself.  As a child I was not only linguistic go-between but also physical 
separator between the hostile (after all, not understanding my mother can only be 
a hostile act) and the nurturing (my mother who in all other ways is competent, 
creative, in control). The conquest-era drawing from the Florentine Codex of 
Malintzin / La Malinche comes to mind—she / me standing between the 
conquerors / salesclerk and the Mayans / my mother. A girl child sacrificed to the 
act of translating, sleeping with the enemy, learning the enemy’s language in the 
enemy’s schools. 
Liza Fiol-Matta, Beyond Survival: A Politics/Poetics of Puerto Rican 
Consciousness 
 
 Chicana and Latina feminist writers have embarked in a mission to rescue the image of 
Malinche from the historical marginalization she lives (Gaspar de Alba, 2005; Gillman, 2010; 
Gonzáles, 1980; Messinger Cypess, 1999; Moraga, 1983; Moraga and Anzaldúa, 1981; Nolacea 
Harris, 2005; Pérez 1999; Ramirez Cancio, 2003). Through critical, creative, gender literature, 
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Chicana authors living between edges or borders seek to question patriarchal institutions that 
have contributed to the marginalization of Malinche’s history. “Chicanas are Malinches all” 
because we find the subliminal connection as “translators  . . . that shift from one culture to 
another, from one perspective to another, from a private space which may be Spanish-centered, 
to a public space that is English-centered.”  Furthermore, “for those that have lived the Chicana 
experience, living in contradictory and multiple realities has required the negotiation of many 
survival techniques” (Rebollado Rivero, 1993, 31). Standing between two identities, a Mexican 
heritage, and an American experience, we connect with a woman that also stood between two 
worlds and multiple tongues: vulnerable indigenous nations and a determined conquering 
Europe, switching from Nahuatl to Spanish, from silenced slave to translating survivor. 
Me dijeron que no eras mi madre y casi les creo: They told me you were not my mother and I 
almost believed them 
 
I remember the first time I heard the term Malinchismo and the seriousness that 
surrounded the explanation.  It was in a children’s cartoon based on a Mexican comedian known 
as Cantinflas, a performer that often denounced society’s ills produced by Mexico’s modernity 
projects during the 20th century, with a very patriarchal lens, no less. In this animated series, 
Cantinflas taught Mexican boys and Mexican girls to love that abstract concept that we know as 
Mexicanidad: the maize and the bean, the music born from Mariachi bands, Frida and Diego, the 
independence from the Spaniards gachupines, the indigenous culture safely locked away behind 
crystal glasses inside museums, the millenary sacred temples used today as commodified 
window displays, the tricolor flag, the unblemished Castilian Spanish language. This cartoon 
endorsed the unconditional love and defense, to the death, of these national symbols that gave 
strength to the Patria, the homeland, against all foreign invasions.  In this sordid passion for the 
nation, all the children-soldiers would never allow another Malintzin, the treacherous indigenous 
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woman, to commit the patricide she sponsored, when, according to the cartoon and all the 
Mexican history books of my school, she joined the ranks of the Spanish invaders in 1521 in the 
destruction of a glorious Aztec empire. The indigenous woman Malintzin, or more commonly 
known as Malinche, was offered by indigenous patriarchs as a slaved gift, a dispensable 
memento, to Hernan Cortez and his invasion party when they sat foot in Veracruz’ coast.  
Through her feminized body, Malinche was transformed into a demonized medium in which 
different indigenous tongues were silenced for a Castilian language, a culture of femicide and 
oppression was installed, and a mythological excuse was written on the body of this woman 
marking her as the fleshed cause for a cultural and ethnic genocide.  The historical evidence 
presented to the masses lies in Malinche’s fickle womanly desires; Malinche turns her back on 
her people and prefers the hollow beauty of mirrors and crystal beads that Spaniards offer in 
exchange for her sexual favors and her ability to use the tongue to translate three linguistic 
worlds between invader and invaded.  To this day, after five centuries and vast historical 
literature that exonerates the role Malinche could have played during the conquest, the Mexican 
man or woman that rejects or abandons its innate Mexicanidad will be instantly marked with the 
M of Malinche.  Still today, treason to México and Malinche go together, hand in hand, as one 
entity, and just like we find in the Divine Comedy, a Malinchista deserves the worst punishment: 
the iciness of an infinite silent rejection.   
Transforming the term Malinchista is necessary. The patriarchal oppressive accusation 
needs to be replaced by one that reflects an accurate depiction of the circumstances women like 
Malinche, as well as all indigenous nations, experienced during the time of colonial exploitation.  
It can be understood that much can be exposed when a person utters the word Malinchista in 
accusation. For the condemnation of treason inflicted onto the accused inherently involves the 
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racist and misogynist inclinations found in the accuser.  More importantly, revoking the meaning 
of Malinchista as an abject gendered signified helps us question nationalist hegemonies that 
impede carving a path to advocate and join the struggle for justice, equality, and dignity for those 
that have been placed in the surreal nature of borders as marginalized others.  Indigenous 
women, conquered women, enslaved women, Mestiza women, Zapatista women, immigrant 
women, Chicana women, and border women, all can find a common project of emancipation 
from the margins they have been forced to live.  Like Malinche, all these women are women of 
many tongues, of many voices. Women of the past can rescue the present, and women of the 
present can rectify the past and envision the future.  Within the borderlands of marginalization, a 
place in flux where “the prohibited and forbidden are its inhabitants” (Anzaldúa, 1999, 25) 
women can offer their “multiple cultures, multiple states, multiple languages” to find a new 
consciousness. 
Before neoliberal winds razed the Mexican landscape, women born in the United States, 
descendants of Mexican mothers and fathers via a bellicose American invasion to Mexican 
territories or a forced immigration to the North, rolled their sleeves to the task of extracting 
Malinche from this mythical oppressive patriarchal nightmare in a series of literary and 
philosophical essays contributing in this manner to the first transnational studies. The links and 
studies between the women on both sides of the Bravo River/Rio Grande found within the 
delusional and divisive border that exists between México and the United States have been 
imperative in the social and cultural activism that joins women living in the United States, 
México, and in between transit.  These Latina and Chicana encounters have questioned the 
illusion of many discourses, among them, the discourse that seeks to establish the authentic and 
legitimate mother-daughter relationships across these territories sharing a common border: 
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Malinche, the one who was born in México and the simulated daughter, la Chicana, the copy 
who was begotten but not made in Mexico.  These divisive walls have been demolished to give 
birth to a distinct bond between Malinche and her plural daughters: the immigrant women, the 
Chicanas, the Mexicanas, the Latinas, the Mexican American, y las que seguiran viniendo. These 
daughters, Malinche’s daughters, untie the tongues, with different pitches in their voices, against 
institutionalized discrimination and the margins set up on both sides of the border.  The untied 
word has intervened through the arts, literature, and scholarly manifestos in favor of those 
Mestiza daughters that were born, have grown, and continue to arrive to the United States.  The 
tongue of Malinche, condemned to a postcolonial silence in México, has found thousands of 
words and sounds in the women that live in-between many borders that transact and weave more 
than one language in a neoliberal landscape that reduces her daughters to both objects of 
consumption and consumption agents, service economy providers, or destitute stigmatized 
mothers.  Carrying the problematic voice to write this piece and living with a tongue that was 
censored when I arrived to the American school system, I expose this testimony tinged with 
Malinche’s sounds to share my past with the future that is already taking shape among women 
like myself, under constant silencing practices of inequality as we are identified under the 
categories of minorities, criminals, or the eternal silenced Other. 
Untying the Research 
Through a qualitative methodology informed by Latina/Chicana feminist theories and 
performative pedagogy theory (Anzaldúa, 1987; Burciaga and Tavares, 2006; Cruz 2006; Klahn, 
2003; Hamera, 2011; Latina Feminist Group, 2001; Pillow, 2000), this research seeks to 
contribute to debates on the sustenance of a democratic public education, education equity, 
school reform, and school performances vis-à-vis underprivileged students of color within a 
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“neoliberal ideological apparatus” (Smith, 2005).  Taking a cue from all the Malikahs in the 
public school classroom that untie the tongue to interrupt the normative discourses generated by 
a new “knowledge economy” in an epoch that dictates the (re)production of technologies of the 
self (Burchell, 1993), Smith (2005) echoes the “accelerated risks” (p. 94) underprivileged 
students experience when “their local communities, cultures, practices, and values” are 
commodified “with little room to maneuver or develop resistance” (ibid.).  Neoliberal 
metanarratives and its normative discourses are reflected on urban students who find themselves 
“learning to labor in new times” (Dolby and Dimitriadis, 2004), as they participate in a dual role 
of performer-spectator, weaving through the neoliberal spectacles of: 
“…slogans such as “user pays,” privatization, increased competition, freedom of 
choice, and voucher education…the construction of new, idealized neoliberal 
subjects who are supposed to be “self-regulating selective choosers, highly 
competitive and autonomous individuals liberated from their locations in history, 
the economy, culture and community in order to become consumers in a global 
market” (Smith, 2005, p. 93). 
 
Troubling the concept of schools’ and students’ academic “performances,” (predictable 
and static in a standardized form) when arguing in favor of charter schools within the context of 
school reform in Chicago, this research seeks to interrogate through pedagogical performances, 
embodied epistemologies where the “act of doing” (Grossberg, 1996) and the act of knowing 
occur through and in the body (Alexander, 2006, p. 255), how multiple agents and subjects 
embody the new charter (public) school and the implications these participants have on concepts 
of social equality, educational equity, democracy, community participation, and public welfare 
coexisting within and against a neoliberal backdrop. Joining these narratives, I incorporate my 
personal journeys as a method “that attempts quite literally, [to] come to terms with sustaining 
questions of self and culture” (Neumann, 1996, p. 193; cited in Alexander, 2005, p. 423). I will 
procreate a performative autoethnography to place “a critique of self and society, self in society, 
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and self as resistant and transformative force for society” (Alexander, 2005 p. 423, his 
emphasis). The act of doing a performative autoethnography presents me both as a spectator and 
performer: as a former Chicago public school student and a charter and public school teacher, a 
graduate student-researcher and a political citizen. I will “labor” my autoethnography through a 
fieldwork of memory as an epistemological tool to disrupt through the issues, complexities, and 
effects students and surrounding communities experience and perform within and against a 
charter school setting in a post-industrial, neoliberal Chicago. Through a Latina feminist 
theoretical lens, I will “weave” (Gonzalez, 1999) life long educational autoethnographies 
sustained by multiple experienced narratives that unleash stories as theories (Denzin & Lincoln, 
2004), to contest educational inequity, the (mis)representations of marginalized youth, and 
reflect-remember concepts of communal participation to release oppressed voices.   
Through their theories and epistemologies, Latina feminism embodies “a political stance 
that confronts and undermines patriarchy as it cross-cuts forms of disempowerment and silencing 
such as racism, homophobia, class inequality, xenophobia, and nationalism…Chicana[Latina] 
feminist writings move discourse beyond binaries and toward intersectionality…shifting 
boundaries of discourse and captur[ing] ties to lived experiences” (Arredondo et al., 2003, p. 2).  
The surge of Chicana and Latina feminist writings, since the 1980’s, “marked by a legacy of 
colonization, diasporic displacements, and continued racism” (Klahn, 2003, p. 117), proliferated 
the counter discourse desired to challenge injustice and inequality found inside Latinas/os’ 
communities and their bodies of knowledge.  Establishing a “radical feminist cultural practice” 
Latina feminism takes the autobiographical and molds it into diverse methods that continue to 
advance its mission of justice and recognition, using the subject’s voice as her own mode of 
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agency.  Thus, we see the autobiographical create poetry, threading fictions, (re)producing 
essays, and embracing testimonios (ibid., The Latina Feminist Group 2001)  
 The diversity of methods and epistemologies reflect the differential consciousness 
embodied by Latina feminists that capture the complexity of Latinas’ experiences. The methods 
used respond to the qualitative researcher praxis of the bricoleur.  The multidisciplinary 
sensitivity that inhabits Latina feminist methods demonstrates the ability to include and relate 
with one another in a common goal of justice through different means.  Thus, the Latina feminist 
reaches unafraid to her creative and survival spirituality and fabricates oral histories, poetry, 
theatrical performances, painting, dance, music, and even social science surveys. For instance, 
“literary critic Alvina Quintana uses Chicana’s creative writings as ethnographic texts, social 
psychologist Aida Hurtado draws on fables proposed by race theorists, and creative writer Ana 
Castillo’s book length essays draw on varied genres to highlight Chicana’s condition. Regardless 
of the method, the struggle lies in documenting the intricacies of Chicana’s experiences as 
racialized women of color within their historical conditions” (Arredondo et al., 2003, p. 5).  
Another example has been the contribution of Chicana feminist methods, specifically, “oral 
history… [as] a body of knowledge about different types of Chicanas” (NietoGomez, 2003, p. 
91), to the fields of critical race theory and legal scholarship.  Their autobiographical writing and 
their bi/multilingual expression “legitimize[s] multiple perspectives and validate personal 
experience…stories told by those on the bottom, told from the subversive subaltern perspective, 
challenge and expose the hierarchical and patriarchal order that exists within the legal academy 
and pervades larger society” (Montoya, 1999, pp. 204-205). 
Rather than simply gathering and propagating stories of failure, at-risk, or crime, the 
counternarratives generated through this research, its testimonios, will trace the formation of the 
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urban student subject “in crisis.” As Burciaga and Tabares remind us that, “as testimoniadoras 
[testimony laborers], we have the responsibility of researching and writing about the diversity 
within our communities so that we do not become complicit in our own colonization” (2006, p. 
140).  Part of this responsibility is to embrace the pain, blurriness, contradictions, and the 
vulnerability our voices procreate when our testimonios are collected to expose our cultural and 
political performances as we engage within and against pedagogical practices and educational 
policies. 
The embodied performances generated by these testimonios will engage in a series of 
disruptions that question these representations, justifying the need to (mis)place and erase public 
urban schools’ communities, and their active democratic participation needed to question the 
privatization of public education. As gender, race/ethnicity, and cultural positions intersect under 
the doctrine of school choice within the city of Chicago, a performative pedagogy will 
incorporate everyday testimonios that transact issues of power, race, class, gender, and ethnic 
relations in educational reform policies and school choice paradigms. 
Thus, this research utilizes the qualitative methods of performative literary 
autoethnographic texts, participant observation, and narrative analysis of cultural materials 
(archival texts of print and electronic media and personal interviews) in order to a) establish a 
cultural, social and political context for the inception of charters schools in Chicago, Illinois 
from 1997 to 2009, b) collect voices of subjects participating in the making, sustainability, and 
contestation of charter schools in urban neighborhoods in Chicago within an autoethnographic 
pedagogical performance inside a charter school, and c) identify the impact neoliberal 
metanarratives have on public education, educational policies, and democratic participation in 
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urban school communities through a Latina feminist epistemology and performative pedagogy.  I 
will approach these objectives through these questions: 
1. How do students’ personal experiences and identities inform public school policy rhetoric 
in Chicago (i.e. the national model for school reform) in a city pursuing a world-class 
status (Abu-Lughod, 1999; Sassen, 1991)? 
2. How do charter schools embody a “new choice” for communities, families, and minority 
students in Chicago? 
3. How do charter schools change the identity of a student in relation to its neighborhood, 
larger community, and each other? 
4. How does a public school community (i.e. students and teachers) respond to or reflect 
principles sustaining charter schools in Chicago: choice, reform, accountability, 
standards, performance, and commodification? 
5. How does locating the researcher in an autoethnographic performance informs issues of 
educational (in)equality among disadvantaged  minority groups in urban spaces?  
Chartering the Stage 
In 1997, the Illinois General Assembly drafts and approves legislation to facilitate the 
opening of the first charter schools in Illinois. With a total number of forty-five charter schools 
to be opened throughout the state as another option for parents and their children’s education, 
charter schools make their highly anticipated unveiling. The process for completing a charter 
school application involves drafting a contract (mimicking a business plan) that promises 
performance in exchange for the charter’s time extension in the school district.  Under an 
ongoing demand to perform well, the charter contract contains an explicit mission statement, a 
uniqueness about the proposed institution, salient characteristics to attract parents throughout the 
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city, a description of goals to be fulfilled within a four year period (this lapse of time varies 
according to state), a clear monetary funding budget, an explicit timeline to achieve academic 
and administrative goals, and their procedures to fulfill accountability.  They enjoy autonomy in 
exchange for academic performance and financial solvency.   Fifteen of those charters were 
designated to be located in the city of Chicago, with some of these charters still operating ten 
years later.   
Attention To All Girls and Their Parents (and guardians) Living in Chicago: 
 
On December 15, 1999 the Chicago Board of Education awarded a charter to the Girl Academy 
for Leaders Charter School of Chicago, the only all-girls public school in the city. The granting 
of the charter was the culmination of eighteen months of hard work by twenty-three women who 
were determined to create a school which offers urban girls a college preparatory education 
emphasizing math, science and technology, areas where women, and particularly women of 
color, have long been seriously underrepresented. 
 
 Two highly qualified co-directors were hired: Simone Piercy, a veteran English teacher and  
founder of a small school-within-a-school; and Charlotte Bloomer, who taught math at Concord 
and Belmont High Schools and co-led a 3 year project to bring professional development and 
exemplary math curriculum to high school math teachers throughout Chicago. They went on to 
hire a teaching staff which shared the vision and mission of the school. 
An intense period of open houses and community meetings began to recruit our first students: 75 
sixth-graders and 75 ninth graders. On August 22, 2000, the Girl Academy for Leaders Charter 
School opened its doors. 
(http://www.ywlcs.org/learning/learnbackhistory.html. Accessed March 13, 2008) 
 
In 1997, during the month of January, the Chicago Tribune produced a series of articles 
around the topic of charter schools that coincided with President Bill Clinton’s visit to the 
Chicagoland area in the midst of his second inauguration. In his presentation speeches, one of 
them given at an elite public school in the Chicagoland suburbs, (and ironically, the only school 
chosen to have the President meet public school students during his visit), he called for education 
reform, standardized testing, a degree of accountability from teachers and students, and the 
possibility of charter schools as a space where educational reform and success could take place. 
By the fall of 1997, 10 charter schools had opened their doors in the city of Chicago.   
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The public charter school that occupies the current educational landscape embodies the 
discourse of reform informed by a market agenda that juxtaposes both a corporate market model 
and an entrepreneurial market model.  These models speak of the chronic top-down practice that,  
“share a common economic perspective on the problems of urban schools [where 
educators] take responsibility for meeting targeted outcome goals measured by a 
small set of indicators—the educational corollaries of profits and stock 
prices…indicators of supply and demand such as school enrollments, waiting 
lists, and parents satisfaction surveys…But both corporate and entrepreneurial 
market reformers, despite their differences, make consistent reference to markets 
as the source of the ideas uniting them. The two factions always agree that either a 
corporate or an entrepreneurial agenda is preferable to any other alternative.” 
(Shipps, 2006, p. 186-187)  
 
The corporate market reform agenda “mimics the business school approach to corporate 
improvement, borrowing new techniques from corporate gurus,” while the entrepreneurial 
market model, “imagines that competition and choice will improve schooling…inexorably force 
bad schools to close their doors and good ones to proliferate” (ibid, p. 186).  In addition, 
entrepreneurial advocates and reformers expect and require “comprehensive changes in the 
governance structure, institutions, and resource flows between public schools and the private 
sector” (ibid.) 
School is in Session: Some of Our School Funders: 
AT&T 
Bank of America 
Baxter International Foundation 
Bill Bartholomay Foundation 
Boeing 
Brackthorn Foundation 
BrookWeiner LLC 
Cartwright Foundation 
Chicago Community Trust 
Circle of Service Foundation 
Coalition of Essential Schools 
Community Shares 
ComputerWorks of Chicago, Inc. 
Daniel F. and Ada L. Rice Foundation 
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Dearborn Foundation 
Edmond and Alice Opler Foundation 
Exelon Corporation 
Feitler Family Fund 
Forward Design 
Herald Newspapers Foundation, Inc. 
Huron Consulting Group 
Illinois Institute of Technology 
Irving Harris Foundation 
James McHugh Construction Company 
Jenner & Block 
John D. and Alexandra C. Nichols Family Foundation 
John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation 
Kanter Family Foundation 
Kirkland & Ellis Foundation 
Kraft Foods 
Lloyd A. Fry Foundation 
MAXIMUS 
McDonald's Corporation 
McKesson 
Merrill Lynch Matching Gifts Program 
Mesirow Financial 
Monarch Awards Foundation 
Motorola 
Muller & Monroe Asset Management 
New Detroit, Inc. 
New Prospect Foundation 
Niamogue Foundation 
Perchance Boutique, Inc. 
Philip H. Corboy Foundation 
Polk Bros. Foundation 
Pritzker Pucker Family Foundation 
Pritzker Traubert Family Foundation 
Richard H. Driehaus Foundation 
Sara and Two C-Dogs Foundation 
Shirley H. and Richard M. Jaffee Family Foundation 
ShoreBank 
Takeda Pharmaceuticals North America 
Target Corporation 
The John Buck Company Foundation 
The Joseph and Bessie Feinberg Foundation 
The Kellcie Fund 
The Sagan Foundation 
The Sidney Epstein Foundation 
UBS Foundation 
United Way 
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Verizon Foundation 
Walton Family Foundation 
Wells Fargo Community Support Campaign 
William and Wilma Dooley Foundation 
William G. McGowan Charitable Fund, Inc. 
Wm. Wrigley Jr. Company Foundation 
(http://www.ywlcs.org/support/funderslist.html. Accessed June 30, 2008) 
 
In the city of Chicago, the unmistakable calls for school reform (Hess, 1992) informed by 
the aforementioned market models, and easily illustrated with the appointment of a CEO to 
manage the Chicago Public School System since the late 1980’s, creates a free market driven 
value system that less privileged and most disenfranchised parents and children must assume vis-
à-vis a community participatory education system.  As they find themselves becoming clients or 
consumers of education in an era of educational reform, they must take “market risks, be willing 
to enroll their children in start-up schools that may not prove viable or stable, and believe that 
unconventionally trained adults make good teachers” (Shipps, 2006, p.187).  Minority parents 
are always left with the burden of risk: hoping their chosen charter public school does not close 
down due to performance failure and financial deficiency. These school-choice consequences 
places marginalized communities under the chronic threat of living the irreversible effects that 
further detract from the quality of education parents and children continue to struggle to attain.  
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CHAPTER 2 
 
EMBODIED NARRATIVES WITHIN CHICAGO (PUBLIC) CHARTER SCHOOLS: THE 
PERFORMERS REMEMBER(ED) 
 
“Our struggle is also a struggle of memory against forgetting” (hooks, 1990, p. 147) 
 
Through a feminist performative epistemology, this chapter presents the way qualitative 
methodology unpacks the textual narratives and the performers voices.  I (un)tie this to the 
introduction of the “performers” participating in my research piece: students, teachers, 
community members, political actors, and myself as researcher-memory-narrative teller. 
Juxtaposing the way the participants remember being students in public schools, define public 
education, and the way the new sociopolitical atmosphere places them in a “public” privatized 
space, the performers expose their testimonios within charter school classrooms.  These 
narratives will give shape to what I have identified as laboring in a fieldwork of memories 
methodology.  This methodology allows the research(ed) to bring up issues of remembrance, 
memory, and erasure in light of policies, spaces, and rhetoric driven by “neoliberal amnesia.”  
This counterforce of remembrance/amnesia aims to recover how (un)troubled pasts (intersected 
with race, class, and gender histories) continue to affect marginalized populations and the spaces 
they both occupy and are evicted from: public housing, public schooling, public health care, 
public transportation, job security, etc.  With an emphasis on education policy and practices, I 
weave the effects of erasure driven by the current rhetoric of school reform and the educational 
stories of the participants, the researcher, and the city. I include the themes that emerged in the 
ethnographic interviews to be further developed in the chapters to follow. 
Malinche Labors: Stepping Out, Crossing Borders, Becoming a Fieldwork of Memories 
 
On any given afternoon, you can find my eighty year old grandmother sitting on the edge 
of her couch, all alone inside her apartment.  Once an active, extroverted, and fearless woman, 
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my grandmother now seems to keep expressions of joy and everyday pleasures to herself.  Her 
self-imposed seclusion on what once was a vibrant spirit began seven months ago. It was during 
the night when her arteries had enough of a life full of hardship and emotional loneliness.  Like 
the chains made in a hand-woven scarf, a series of tiny brain aneurisms violently unraveled 
delicate fragments of a humble journey full of adversity and resiliency that began inside an 
adobe dwelling deep in the Sierra Madre of Durango, where her mother birthed her to be a 
widow at age 15, and to marry my grandfather at age 20 to birth 9 children without him, to 
migrate to another world called Chicago far from her dead beloved ones, to work every single 
day 10 hour shifts in some of the most unspeakable jobs an immigrant uneducated mother and 
woman has to endure, to her retirement day, to the departure of her distant husband due to 
cancer, to the night where herstories were forever erased. Today, I painfully witness my 
grandmother struggle to remember my daughter’s name that bears her namesake.   
In this daily tumultuous and progressive erasure, I ironically dial a phone number I do not 
remember now but used to know it, when my mom and I-child used to connect with grandma 
once a month, an expensive long distance call from México.  The phone rings and I reach my 
grandmother’s paused but firm voice as she greets me with Spanish-English, “Aló?” “¿Cómo 
esta abuelita?” I ask, to which she responds, “Aqui, haciendo perdidos.” I realize she has been 
giving me the same answer quite frequently ever since the day she came back to her apartment, 
trauma visible in her eyes, from the hospital where they tried, unsuccessfully, to do a post-back 
up of her damaged memories.  “Aqui, haciendo perdidos” literally and awkwardly translates to 
English as, “Here, I am making lost ones.” My husband from the Caribbean, assures me he has 
never heard that expression in his native island Spanish. “Is that saying the equivalent of 
‘Recordar es volver a vivir’? (To remember is to live again)” he asks.  I explain to him that it is 
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similar but different because it is an expression from the Northern Mountains in the Mexican 
Sierra; but when I recall her words, I begin to understand that it is more than a geographic 
linguistic mark.  It is a profound trace of her indigenous self, resurfacing, in the peculiar 
language my grandmother inherited and practices in her everyday.  Aqui haciendo perdidos, is an 
act of bravery and an indispensible path of survival for those displaced, misplaced, and replaced.  
It is a transaction of memories that needs to be remembered, despite the pain and the loss. It is a 
translation of past life experiences redefined through multiple historic myopic lenses that can 
allow her to face the present with some sense of clarity. It is the transformation and rebirth of 
memories expected to be under erasure but instead, are rescued to become in life anew, to 
cultivate new meanings. Aqui haciendo perdidos is making the losses and the lost ones a vital 
part of our lives and our daily living.  It is not a static sentimental nostalgia, “a useless act” 
(hooks, 1990, p. 147) for a configured fulfilling past because such a past did not exist in the lives 
of poor, racialized, and uneducated immigrant women and men.  When my grandmother sits on 
the edge of her couch in her apartment in Pilsen, in the South Side of Chicago, haciendo 
perdidos, she uncovers new ways not to forget her memories carved in her mind, her skin, and 
her spirit: In remembering she nurtures her future. 
As I listen to her words, I ask myself, what can I learn from her memories? How does she 
remember? Who is she within a collective memory across the different identities she belongs to 
and embodies?  What if the memories of our communities under erasure did not have to be 
backed up and were energetically guiding the policies that would guarantee equitable education, 
fair housing, unrestricted health care, access to food, and unpolluted air and water?  And most 
importantly, what are we losing, as a marginalized collective when we forget to make anew the 
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memories of loss and lost?  What would a field work of memories sustain and nourish as I weave 
through and with my research? 
Migrating South, Towards Fields of Memories 
I am waiting for the next train in this frigid winter morning of research interviews where I 
begin to explore what would my research feel like if I decide to cultivate a fieldwork of 
memories.  With my equipment resting inside my black schoolbag (a digital tape recorder the 
size of my hand, extra batteries, a zero carbon footprint notebook, and a blue pen that slips 
through my fingers,) I hear the electronic voice that accentuates the icy winter in the month of 
January announcing the arrival of the “inbound train towards the Loop” in a catchy computerized 
chime.  Once inside the empty train, one by one, I hear the name of the fourteen stops from Oak 
Park to my final destination at Randolph/Wabash.  Quickly, the facades of opulent Victorian 
homes and world famous architect constructions are replaced by a scenery that marks itself in 
one’s (un)consciousness for 26 minutes: abandoned industrial factories, old rail road and train 
tracks, deserted lots and polluted land, worn out back porches, empty streets, an absence of food 
markets, boarded up housing, heaps of metal scrap, meat factories, factories-turned-condos, more 
expensive condos, parking lots, buildings, the river, corporate plazas, Downtown, the Loop. 
This Green Line train will continue on to 63/Cottage Grove, a destination I have never 
traveled to before. “Never been there. In 20 years of living in Chicago, I have never been there” 
plays uncomfortably in my head.  I travel through the West side below me, and slowly, I see 
again how I become the only Mexican woman inside a train that is predominantly used by Black 
women, Black children, and Black men. We arrive at the Ashland stop, and I see train carts full 
of Mexican women, Mexican children, and Mexican men using the Pink Line as they pass me 
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by, going south. I wonder if there is a Black woman that sees how she becomes the only One 
inside that train. 
The train arrives at Wabash at 11:46 am and I step out onto the wooden platform. The 
train follows its route in a cloudy, wintry day; yet, the light reflecting from the vast snowy east 
hurts my eyes. I hear the metal sheets crashing, sliding, bumping, rasping against each other, all 
at the same time, creating a sound reminiscent of 19th Century industrial progress.  A contusive 
sound: loud but blunt, ongoing. It invades every molecule and pore in the body. As I walk, I feel 
frail, slow and I wonder if the rusted metal that sustains this operation, is the cause for feeling 
this way. I take my first step down the stairs that will take me into the underworld on Wabash.  
The sound of a strident saxophone that is capable of drowning all the metallic sounds inside and 
around me surprises me. I realize I haven’t heard a public performer in years and I feel nostalgia 
for the early 90’s when, as a high school student beginning to step out of the periphery of my 
neighborhood confines and into the center of the city, I felt embraced by these artists found in the 
dark, damp, and musky train tunnels.  Laws and permits later, those performers of the city and its 
streets have practically vanished. 
But today I consider myself lucky.  The way one feels when one spots a humming bird. I 
hear the sax humming triumphantly in the southwest corner. My brain (or my heart?) fills the 
lyrics needed.  I turn around and take my first steps towards Michigan Avenue to catch the 
number 3 bus, MLK Drive, as I hear the faint sound of pigeons flapping their frozen wings, 
picking up the dust, a mix of sanded rust, wood, and bird excrement.   
The “number 3,” as my former students taught me to call this southbound route, stops 
periodically through the re-invention of the South Loop, a series of uninhabited high rise condos 
that tint the area in a blue-gray metallic hue.  The bus continues through a section of the city that 
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has been forced to be vacated of its historicity until it arrives to Bronzeville where Alison Saar’s 
gentle and emotional Northern Migrant monument greets me. I walk toward the school when I 
run into a group of Latina students I met last year as an internship coordinator.  I immediately 
assume they are walking across MLK Drive to get to McDonald’s, the only place that offers 
“food” and nourishment to the students that want to avoid the daily dose of frozen pizza and 
soggy fries served religiously in the school cafeteria.  I never walked into that particular eatery 
under the understanding that this was the students’ space to disconnect midway through the 
school day at the lack of recreational space, a garden, or any other place that could serve as a 
quiet refuge inside the walls of their small charter school. The names of the three girls crawl into 
my brain. I greet them happily but they don’t reciprocate the gesture.  Dressed in black, they 
send back a gaze charged with preoccupation, suspicion, or plain indifference towards my 
presence.  I immediately think of my senior high school White psychology teacher who would 
wonder aloud:  
“Why do Hispanic students dress in black?”   
I always become annoyed at myself for remembering that particular question. “What are 
you saying by using that color? I know it is not a coincidence,” she would insist.  
Apathy? Rebellion? Search for Power? Mourning? What does the prevalence in black 
attire say and mean among us?  Perhaps it simply means, “Beware: Hispanic student remembers, 
and doesn’t forget.” 
Recruiting the (charter) performers  
Recruiting a Public Good 
I taught at CPS before this, I taught 6th grade in Logan Square for several years, 
And I did other schools before that, 
There was Paul Vallas telling us, 
“Oh! Don’t you want to start you own school?” 
We got some letters in our mailboxes. 
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Yeah! It was Vallas. 
I remember certain teachers saying, ‘That sounds great!’ 
I was like, ‘Oh! Hell no! I’m never going to start my own school, no way!’ 
That sounds like, ‘in this system? No!’ 
But I remember in that third year, 
I was teaching the 6th grade and a couple of people were like, 
‘That would be awesome!’ 
It wasn’t my passion at the time. 
That was the initial thing.  
 
(Madeline, Humanities teacher) 
 
Jan 29th 2010 - 8 am 
NPR talks about an inquiry to Tony Blair and the war in Iraq; while he claims he felt Iraq 
was a dangerous entity, protesters sing “Tony Blair, War Criminal.” 
Notes on the lack of health care support in Haiti after its destructive earthquake, infectious 
diseases (HIV and tuberculosis) will be on the rise, as well as gangrene infections. The road is 
clear, crisp is the air and a semi-cloudy sky accompanies me to my student/subject recruitment 
meeting.  Traffic flows in tune with an unexplainable force. 
I am near downtown Chicago.  The juncture to take a North or South side experience 
speeds up in front of my steering wheel. North or South? South of course: I go South all the way. 
I practice in my head the introduction to my recruitment methods. I try 3 times to say a speech 
that should sound or feel? Real?  The first attempt is a high pitched and unreachable babble.  The 
2nd comes out with a weird English/Spanish syntax common in ESL speakers. The third attempt 
sounds good but I forget the lines as soon as my mouth voices the last words of the script. My 
insides twist again in angst while my head says, “You’ll be fine.” 
It is the concern to convince my audience that this project is worth their while; it is the 
concern that students will hear my project as truly a suspicious act that will take away their 
voices from them.  It is the constant and chronic concern of wondering if this method is the right 
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method to present the stories of this school.  A Friday morning feels light and forgiving in any 
school.  “We’ve made it ‘till Friday, we all tried our best.”  A sense of renewal begins to invade 
the hallways and the empty building will be taken care of by this renewal 
I show up in room 003 to Ms. Jade’s class. She’s apologetic at the unusual way students 
have shaped the senior seminar morning class: students come in late, come in and out of the 
classroom, or never show up at all. She shows concern for my project since the cohort she 
volunteered is not a coherent group of students. Then, she remembers, (perhaps she remembers) 
that I know the way things run in this school: everything can happen. After waiting for 15 
minutes, I invite 6 girls to sit down around a table so I can explain my project. I shyly write my 
name down on the white board and then the name of the university I attend…the university never 
felt so far away from where I was standing in that instant. 
Of the 12 girls I was expecting, I end up having only 6 African American girls listening 
to my “project presentation.” I ask them to share how they learned about the school and the 
stories poured in: 
“My grandma…” 
“My play cousins…” (how powerfully spiritual and lucky to have play cousins at age 17) 
“My stepmother’s daughter came here…” 
“My auntie had sent her daughters here…” 
Expecting the bell to signal the next class period in any second, I wish to stop time and just share 
this space with the girls and hear about the journeys that brought them to this charter school.  
The girls and I hear the bell and I quickly ask for two volunteers. It pains me when four hands go 
up simultaneously and I can only choose Jane and Alicia.  I will be privileged to listen to their 
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stories knowing that all of their stories are worth being heard and exposed. I already know how 
valuable it will be to learn from their educational experiences. 
My junior meeting was just as unstable and unpredictable. The entire advisory never 
materializes.  The teacher who volunteered her class is gracious enough to step outside and see if 
she can spot some of her students wondering the hallways with little success.  She makes a brief 
announcement to the advisory class full of familiar and friendly faces I had a chance to work 
with last year. As if orchestrated, their words crash against each other as they rush to ask the 
ubiquitous question I hear whenever I step into this building: 
“Are you coming back?” 
And I feel an immense sense of guilt and shame that fills my mouth and I limit myself to show a 
tight smile.  I can’t say to them, “No, I’m not coming back,” and worst yet, I can’t say, “I’m here 
to extract your life experience for my research.” So my answer comes out sharp around the edges 
and it hurts to say, “Actually, I’m here to ask for your help in completing a project I have 
pending.” 
“Why?  Are you in school too?” they ask at the same time. “Are you going to school to be a 
teacher? Are you finishing your bachelor’s?” 
And I realize these students had trusted me all of last year without ever checking my credentials, 
just hoping that I knew what I was doing.  
None of their parents checking if I was a certified high school teacher. (I held the official 
certificate, but what if I wasn’t certified?) 
“Yeah, I’m actually trying to finish school,” I say unassumingly to avoid the long explanation as 
to why I’m still in school even though I am already a school teacher, and how complicated this 
whole school business has become. 
 35 
I present my case to four of the 15 students that were supposed to be in the classroom at 
this time in the midst of intercom announcements, bell rings that announce class periods that 
interpose with other classes, students’ chatter in the hallway, girls stepping in and out, teachers 
walking through the classroom to reach a multi-shared office in the back, a nervous substitute 
teacher interrupting to ask about a late attendance form.  I pause constantly in hopes for 
dissipation of these interruptions, and shape my voice into different tones and pitches to keep the 
girls interested and in tune with my project.  At one point, I feel I have to sing a sort of song that 
has to keep the audience’s heart and attention.  I finish my presentation with a smile on my face 
to convince myself that this classroom’s recruitment was not an utter disaster.  Two hands up 
pick my spirits, and I look away from the other two young faces that have decided to disconnect 
from my presentations minutes ago.  I focus on Drizzy’s face, my third African American 
participant. She has a warm smile that agrees to participate in the interviews, perhaps compelled 
by the fact that she and I knew each other last year and worked well together or perhaps, she also 
felt compelled by feelings of sympathy for my scarce audience.  Estrella also says yes, and I feel 
it’s due to the fact that I can speak Spanish and she wants to help a Mexicana in need. At least 
that’s what I can gather from her response that speaks volumes about her altruist predisposition 
to help a teacher-turned-researcher that doesn’t face opposition from her potential subjects.  
I had the sensation that students felt I was back and I would stay there in a static state. 
Students approaching me after this meeting about their grades gave me that cue.  My subjects are 
simply not aware of my time limits or self-expiration.  I wish I could stay. 
I go down the stairs to meet my sophomore volunteered group, and unexpected events 
continue to present themselves.  I meet Ms. Hollander who apologizes profusely about the fact 
that I will not be able to present my research proposal to her students given the fact that all 
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sophomore teachers have called for an emergency meeting.  Second trimester is well underway, 
and it doesn’t show promising grades. 62 of the 73 students in the sophomore class are under 
threat of failing their sophomore year.  The meeting is called to bring a sense of urgency, 
explains Ms. Hollander.  As a class, teacher advisors have decided to act “preventively” rather 
than “reactionary”; intervene and explain the dire position the students are in.  She invites me to 
participate in the meeting as an observer, and I follow her to the most self-effacing room in the 
building.  It acts as a multipurpose room: professional development, teachers’ meetings, 
presentations, parent workshops, improvised gymnasium, art gallery, party room, Spanish 
classroom, math classroom, advisory, after school refuge, emergency meetings. 
I step and I run into familiar faces once again. Some students are gracious enough to 
wave their hands with a Giaconda expression, but most are simply bothered, upset, and as the 
meeting progresses, their expressions reflect confusion and frustration.  I do feel awkward 
witnessing this public chastisement of sorts where students sit in a circle, teachers stand in a 
panapticon middle and center, and their numbers are run down in front of each other.   
“You need to have a 75% performance of “Proficient” grades in all your 
outcomes.  If you are carrying more than one “Not Yet” grade this sophomore 
year, this will bring down your performance percentage and not reach 
“Proficient.”  It doesn’t matter if you have one “High Performance” grade. That 
won’t bring your percentages up!  In addition, if you are carrying “Not Yets” 
from your freshman year, your percentages will continue to drag your 
performance grades and you can’t, YOU CANNOT get another “NOT YET” this 
second trimester because it will be over.  You need to start staying after school, 
make up all of your “Not Yets” TODAY! and raise your percentages in all of your 
outcomes. That includes all your freshman outcomes and the last two trimesters as 
sophomores.” 
 
Girls soon begin to question back the numerical labyrinth their teachers have presented in their 
public address.  I am hit by the fact that I functioned and graded students under this mythological 
discourse. 
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Teachers’ efforts to revert  “failing performances” run into the questioning of a student 
sitting on the right side of the room.  She doesn’t appear to be the type described as the 
outspoken student, but today, her hand is up in the air, determined to express herself even if the 
tip of her fingers shake in anticipation.  She doesn’t receive an answer.  Instead, she hears the 
public litany from one of the advisors:  
“This is the real world! You have to be responsible for your outcomes.  I have to 
pay my bills and nobody cares if I have money to get ‘em paid, right?  You gotta 
be responsible too and raise your percentages without excuses!” 
 
At the end of the meeting, girls left the room, in the midst of a heavy mood. I sense their 
silent is a way to come across as girls under control of the dire situation; I also believe that the 
girls, having experience with the concept of ultimatums in the past, have come to the realization 
that their academic performance needs to be improved radically if they expect to pass on to the 
junior year.  I’m unsure if they understand how to engage with this numerical-business-inspired-
outcome process and whether they have believed their academic demise will be of their own 
making.  As the crowd dissipates in the busy hallway, a student approaches one of the 
sophomore advisors, and in a quick and sharp move, she questions the logic of things: 
“OK. Even though this meeting doesn’t apply to me ‘cause I’m one of the 11 
students passing, I want to know why, if there are 73 sophomores and 62 are 
failing, isn’t that telling you that teachers are the ones doing something wrong?”  
 
I turned around to see the face of the quivering but assertive voice that embodied “leadership” on 
behalf of her failing class.  Although the teacher kept on walking, without an answer for a 
question that was left hanging in the air, I saw the student’s face lit up, with the satisfaction of 
knowing that today, in her young life, she had won a small victory against the logic of 
instrumentalist performativity educators had been forced to enact: numbers, percentages, data 
performances, and market-driven absurdity. 
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I walk next to Ms. Hollander who quickly points out the obvious fact that the meeting 
didn’t give me the time to talk to her advisory as we had planned.  She suggests two students 
whom she thinks would cooperate with my project.  Rushing through the hallway, I try to find 
the right words to ask for another appointment to meet the students in a more relaxed 
environment.  Ms. Hollander explains she feels responsible for my unsuccessful trip and soon 
points to Na’Kole as one of the chosen ones. As a researcher on the spot, I prepare some mental 
notes to greet Na’Kole and talk to her about my project. I want to bring up the fact that this is on 
a volunteer basis and she is not obligated in any form to comply with my request.  Before I open 
my mouth, Ms. Hollander introduces myself to her, and in less than one minute, the student hears 
how I need to interview some students for a project, how I will not be up in her business, how the 
questions only have to do with her school experience.   
I feel frustrated at this introduction but I cannot interrupt Ms. Hollander’s enthusiasm 
demonstrated toward me from the very beginning, when I presented my case in front of the 
faculty meeting.  Her eagerness perplexes me, especially because this is only the second time 
I’ve talked to her.  Na’Kole smiles at me and quietly accepts to participate in my interview.  “I 
told you she’s a good student,” says Ms. Hollander. I ask her if she’s on her way to lunch and she 
says yes. I now feel more awkward since I see she’s the type of student who won’t deny me ten 
minutes to go over the research procedures (the intent of the project, time of interviews, her and 
her parent’s signatures, meeting time, etc.)  After I walk away from her locker with a time and 
date set, Ms. Hollander and I climb three flights of vintage stairs that induce a pounding 
headache in my temples.  Ms. Hollander talks about the second student I am about to meet, 
whom she assures me, is also a great student and she will be happy to participate.  I try to catch 
my breath reminding myself how these staircases require teachers to be in the best respiratory 
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and heart-healthy shape.  Trying to simulate agility and comfort, we open the door of room 310, 
and there, in a dimly lit room, we find three students quietly working in the computers by 
themselves.  Ms. Hollander calls one of the girls who also walks towards us bearing a quiet 
smile.  “This is Chance,” says Ms. Hollander with a satisfaction in her voice that speaks of the 
pride and affection this teacher feels towards Chance.  I immediately notice how both Na’Kole 
and Chance, despite being sophomores, have a beautifully juvenile face more commonly found 
in the 7th and 8th grades.  Chance’s smile makes me feel at ease and I notice my breath is paused. 
“My name is Carmen,” I say quickly in hopes of avoiding another awkward introduction to no 
avail.  Ms. Hollander introduces me again as someone who is doing research in a charter school, 
someone who needs to interview her, and someone who won’t be up in her business.  
“Ok” says Chance. 
“Your participation is voluntary and you are not obligated to say yes.” I explain with a smile. 
“That’s fine,” repeats Chance. 
“I’ll leave you two alone then,” announces Ms. Hollander satisfied at her successful recruitment 
efforts. 
I thank Ms. Hollander for her extra effort to help me out despite the unexpected turn of 
events, and she apologizes for not being able to contact me ahead of time.  I reassure her that she 
acted as best as she could with the limits of time presented to her and that I appreciate her 
generous time.  I finally sit down with Chance, look into her peaceful face, and realizing she had 
just come out of that emergency “You are Failing Meeting,” I take a deep breath and begin to tell 
her why I am in her school, without interruptions, anxiety, or doubts: 
“I would like to present the experiences you have as a student of this charter school…” 
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Walking away from Chance and Na’Kole, the final two participants (and African 
American students), I was heavily crossed with my role as a researcher, a former teacher in this 
school, and as a subject that witnesses the transformation of the public school system through the 
personal performances of students and teachers. 
Entering the Charter (Public) School:  Mapping Students’ and Teachers’ Conversations 
 
The performers presented throughout this text, students, teachers, and myself as 
participant-researcher2, embody simultaneous maps of memory, counter-story telling, political 
performances, community memberships, and emerging complex (un)chartered narratives that, 
when braided together, they shape what I identify a laboring through a fieldwork of memories 
methodology.3  Living inside the condition of the Mestiza, the hybrid, the bi/lingual or 
bi/cultural, changes the theory, the form of social analysis, and her writing.  Unable to remove 
the flesh from the experience, Chicana/Latina theories learn to “renegotiate the terms of distance 
and intimacy…leading often to a strategic redeployment of the category of experience” 
(Visweswaran, 1994, p. 135).  Theorizing in Chicana and Latina living is thus collecting those 
bits and pieces of (her)stories, the odds and ends of memories spread onto and inside bodies 
becoming meaning and power.  Laboring through this theory requires Latina women to perform 
Delgado Bernal’s “cultural intuition,” where our theories, our positions in history are “influenced 
by ancestral wisdom, community memory and intuition…[an engaged] central position of our 
research and our analysis…a complex process that is experiential, intuitive, historical, personal, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 The identity of all participants has been protected.  Student participants chose their own pseudonyms, teacher 
participants allowed me to chose theirs, and school names have been changed.  Neighborhood names remain 
unchanged given the important sociopolitical role they play in the lives and stories of all those that attend public 
schools in Chicago.  
3 See Appendix A for a complete detailed account of the school’s demographics as well as the methods of inquiry 
utilized in the completion of this research, i.e., selection of subjects, information on subjects’ participation, data 
collection, interview questions, length of interviews, and observation methods.  
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collective, and dynamic” (cited in Solórzano and Yosso, 2002, pp. 33-34). This intuition is what 
I identify as epistemological labor in a fieldwork of memories methodology.  
This methodology allows the research(ed) to bring up issues of remembrance, memory, and 
erasure in light of policies, spaces, and rhetoric driven by neoliberal amnesia.  This counterforce 
of remembrance/amnesia aims to recover (un)troubled pasts (interlaced with race, class, and 
gender histories that are absent in education reform policies) that continue to affect marginalized 
populations.  These stories, interwoven by the effects of free markets ideologies (individual 
choice, competition, decreased regulation,) traverse and severely impact the multiple spaces 
underserved communities try to occupy but are currently evicted from: public housing, public 
schooling, public health care, public transportation, job/social security, etc.  These goods for the 
public, before rendered equitable and equal, have been irreversibly transformed into a rhetoric 
infusion of choice as a public good to be chosen and consumed. 
With an emphasis on urban education discourses found in school choice in the global 
city, and the practices performed within charter school classrooms, I want to weave the effects of 
erasure driven by the current rhetoric of school reform and the performance of memory through 
the stories of the participants, the researcher, and the city.  Juxtaposing the voice of the 
researcher as an active participant with the participants’ counternarratives creates an unbounded 
field of memories that span geographic territories and enduring personal experiences.  Laboring 
through this field collects the memories that (re)define public education, portray the 
transformation of students and teachers from public actors in neighborhood schools to consumers 
of (public) charter schools, and the way their sociopolitical atmosphere places them in a “public” 
space, as a commodity to be consumed, to become performers within charter schools classrooms. 
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Below, I include the themes that emerged through the personal narratives and further develop 
throughout the chapters. 
• Experienced Performances.  The embodiment of experienced performances as 
Chicago urban students, Chicago urban teachers, Chicago (public) schools, and 
other sociocultural institutions as we (researcher and participants) become new 
schooled subjects: customers, choosers, competitors, managers.  
• School Reform Discourses.  The intangible sense of educational control when 
performing or practicing “choice” (re)produce the adoption of neoliberal-free 
market vocabulary among students and their parents, as well as educators and 
school governance entities: autonomy, accountability, reconstitution, leadership, 
turn-arounds, high stakes outcomes, standardized schooling, merit pay, new 
(public) markets for education, competition, Renaissance 2010, Race to the Top. 
• Educational Beliefs.  Personal and political beliefs of public education among the 
participants embodied the multiple tensions of education as an individualized 
“choice” versus education as a collective “right,” generating conflicting questions: 
What is a good (public) school? Who needs public schooling and why? What is 
autonomy? What is choice? Who needs a choice and why? Can charter schools 
guarantee more success, less failure? Can a management of performance 
standards close the achievement gap between Latina/o, Black students and Whites 
in an urban city? What values are imparted in a school system framed through 
free markets, neoliberal policies, and private sector agendas?  Where and how is 
the community involvement measured, transformed? 
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• Home Testimonies.  The common ties that connect all the performers/participants 
within our memories of educational homes, schooling shelters and the 
discontinuities of the global/communal stages we share: Grandmothers’ 
participating in school lottery systems, arriving to the charter school classroom, 
traveling through fragmented neighborhoods, becoming a student, a teacher, and a 
researcher in Chicago’s public schools, performing (public) choice” among poor 
communities and minority students in Chicago. 
The Performers Speak: Shifting Identities  
 
The performance of educational choice begins the day students, parents, and teachers 
make their entrance into the charter school classroom. The rationale driving the decision to 
occupy and attend such contested space reflects conflicting positions, rupture from neighborhood 
association and a larger school district, an individualized effort to choose correctly within a 
limited landscape of choices.  When the performers were invited to share their testimonies 
through the casual opening question, “what was your first experience with a charter school?” 
both students and teachers began to put together an insightful quilt of memories that unveils the 
shift of identity among students and teachers in relation to their neighborhoods, larger 
community, and each other.  I allow both students and teachers to speak at length, to own their 
memories and expose the motivations for attending the (public) charter school.  Within this 
place, their experiences create life stories where the connections between communities and the 
educational policies in place begin to bring them here. Students and teachers weave multiple 
fields of beliefs, experiences, and counternarratives.  Students’ words place them closely 
together, assertively recalling the moment they became charter school subjects, learning the roles 
they need to play to find an avenue of success in an unequal educational terrain.  In this manner, 
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students are chosen (through lottery systems, high test scores admissions, inaccessible admission 
information, etc.) as much as they are choosers, want to challenge dropout rates, experience 
community rupture, and dimly navigate a confusing educational business model reform.  On the 
other end, within the discourse of teacher autonomy and innovation, teachers embody choice as 
they offer their professional services to selective spaces (not necessarily in terms of better 
equipped and economically advantaged classrooms).  Teachers perform within the 
transformation of their profession as dictated by economic and political agendas, i.e. NCLB, 
Renaissance 2010, and Race to the Top, their ability to adopt and multiply their roles as teachers 
despite ethical burdens, embodying a youthful and energetic mission, constantly on task, learning 
their roles as charter schools propagate, and facing the inevitable turnover that these charter 
schools face. 
Students Win the Lottery 
 
Chance (I went to a public school, it was a neighborhood school for three years [before 
attending Girl Academy Charter.]  But I had gone to a catholic school before that.) 
 
I was in 6th grade and my mom’s friend had heard so much about the school, how it was such a 
great school, how it was the only public-slash-charter school in Chicago that was an all girl 
school. So my mom looked more about it.  And then, she seen the reflection of the school, how 
big it was, what nice of a place it was, she thought that if she sent me here, things could 
change…It wasn’t that I was having a hard time, she just felt that there were more opportunities 
that I could experience or just that she thought, “maybe, if I send her here, they’ll keep her more 
focused.”  She knew that I was going to be attending high school in two years, and people think 
that when girls get to high school they get boy-crazy. So I think that maybe she probably thought 
about that, and probably sent me here to reel me from that direction but that really wasn’t in my 
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mind, that, “oh, I’m going to high school, is going to be boys.” It’s just that I thought that by me 
going here, I would get better opportunities, which I did. 
 
Drizzy (I had been in my old school ever since I was in preschool! I was in 6th grade and I was 
entering into 7th grade.) 
 
Technically, I didn’t decide to come here, my grandma decided for me. The information that I 
had was that it was an all-girl school. Me personally, I really didn’t get along with girls in my old 
school, so I was skeptical about coming here, I thought I was going to be in trouble.  But when I 
got here, I wasn’t. That was the only type of information I did have.  I didn’t have an idea that it 
was a charter school until I got here.  At the time I had heard about this school on the news prior 
to coming here.  There was a fight and they had sprayed maze in the hallways. That was on the 
news. 
That’s terrible news to hear! I interject. 
I know, I was like, “you want me to go heeere!”  
What did your grandma say? I ask. 
She didn’t say nothing. She’s like, “you be okay.” Drizzy breaks into rolling laughter. 
Estrella (In my old school, I went to two different public schools, because I moved, and all three 
of them, including this one, since I was in preschool, they all actually cared about the students.) 
 
Even as an 8th grader, I knew I wasn’t like a really dumb kid, or I wasn’t irresponsible. I knew I 
was looking for a bright future, but then again, you know, what are the chances of me coming 
from any little old elementary school, not knowing much about life, my parents not even 
graduating college, let alone high school?  Like, I don’t want to say I was set up for failure, but 
in some way, the way things are set up today, I kind of was.  I mean, my parents, you know, 
didn’t have much to offer me, so looking for a high school like this, it does.  Being college prep, 
they put you out there. They find you an internship to do, they help you discover who you are 
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and what you want to do with your life and teach you how to get there and you learn a lot about 
yourself, how to be a young woman and be successful and you know, just because I am not 
white, and us, being a lot of the girls here, Black and then Hispanic, that’s already a big deal, 
something to set you back, but they make it seem like we can do it, because we can.  And then, 
our school has a really high rate of graduation and going on to college, like in the 90’s [percent].  
Like any other public school doesn’t really have that. Any old public school just has it in the 
40’s. So it’s like you feel really positive when I start thinking about it.  The statistics are there to 
prove it.  I’ve talked to other girls and we talk about it and stuff and, I know that if I would have 
been in any other public school, things would not have been like this.  I’m not saying that it 
would have been for the worse or for the better, but I feel because I came here, this is how things 
are.  It’s me and being in a public school in 8th grade…I wasn’t given a lot of information, but 
then, you know, I was given more than anybody else in the area. Like I had a chance to take a 
test, a placement test, for selective enrollment schools, and I did get into one of them. I got into 
Bell…  
(Ah! I’m unable to hide my shock. Estrella has the chance to go to a selective public high 
school.  She decides to come to this charter school under the promise of being a college prep 
high school like the ones they qualify but forgo to attend.  The decision is a multilayered process 
of reflection: a realization of her parents’ dispossession and powerlessness in her society, her 
positionality as a Latina young woman who has to challenge class, gender and racial systems of 
inequality in place to access quality education.) 
I wanted to go there [Bell College Prep] for a period when I was in 8th grade.  I didn’t 
think I could get into any of those schools.  I knew I was smart but I didn’t think I was that smart 
to actually place that high and get into those schools like that…And the reason I rejected it, it’s 
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because personally, I don’t think Chicago public schools are all that great, and you know, I knew 
that if I went to a normal school it would be easy to get caught up and not going on into collage 
or maybe dropping out and I don’t think it would have ended up nice at all.  I think it would have 
been really bad.  So you know, I was thinking and talking to my mom and we figured out and 
this would be our decision. Not that she pushed me to come here, but like, I think I personally 
made this choice on my own. I knew a lot of things about this school; I had visited, I knew what 
the grading system was, I knew most of the rules, I knew some of the teachers here, the 
principals at that time…Once I came here, seeing all the girls hanging around here and stuff, it 
just seemed like I would want to be here instead of going into a strange place I didn’t know 
anything about.  Like, I just didn’t even know where the other school was at.  I’d never been 
there before, never in my life.  I didn’t want to go to a place where I didn’t know, where I would 
be unfamiliar.  And I felt like coming here, like I already knew, plus my friends were coming 
here and I felt like I would just fit in and so I would be okay with it. 
Alicia (My school life before…I went to a public elementary school, East Dale, it was right 
across the street from where I live, and it was a big school.) 
 
I was informed by my grandmother. She told me that she was thinking about this school, that it 
was an all-girls school. I never knew the name. At first I was like, “no, no, and no! I’m not going 
to an all girls school, not going to happen.”  But I had no choice because I was already here. 
2006, freshman year, I was here. And that’s how it happened. My grandmother heard it from one 
of her good friends who has a son who knows Ms. Cross and so I got through it that way.  So you 
know, I filled out the application, it was a lottery anyway, but I guess it was kind of hard to get 
to the school because they only accept a number of students. That’s how I got here…I wanted to 
go to Dunkley. Dunkley in Hyde Park. That’s a public school and one of my best friends went 
there, and I knew a lot of people who were going there. I wanted to be with people that I knew 
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was going to help me get through high school the same way they helped me get through 
elementary school. When I got here, I was terrified, I didn’t know what to do, my stomach was 
always hurting. So it was a terrifying time, but at the same time, and I think about it now, I was 
like, “okay, you got to break away from old things. Sometimes, someday, you’re going to have to 
and find something new.”  I just had to break from that, and also, my grandmother wanted to get 
me into this high school called Watkins, near Hyde park, she also wanted me to get to Shelby 
Magnet, because I actually applied there too, but I didn’t make it, but it was okay, and then here. 
I think if I would have known I was going to have this type of experience I have, I would have 
said, “okay, let’s go.” But it’s good not to know that I was going to have this type of experience 
because it has had a bigger impact than I would’ve expected. 
Na’Kole (At first I attended Providence, a Catholic school.  And then Barnett Academy, that’s a 
public school.  And I came in here for 7th grade. I have been here four years.) 
 
Well, my sisters started to come here before I did, so I used to come up here and visit. Like, if 
they had the potlucks that we used to have and all that.  So I came here and I was like, “wow! I 
really like this school.” Like all the stuff they all were doing, the things they were talking about, 
the academics, and how they graded in the school, because they didn’t believe in giving F’s, they 
believed that students would be able to make things up, and I liked that.  So I asked my mom if I 
could come here.  That was all the information I had.  I knew it was very different from public 
schools, and I thought this school would give me better chances, and it does…We don’t do work 
that they think it’s not going to challenge us.  They don’t give us work where they say, “well, 
since you’re a 10th grader, this is what 10th grade work should look like.”  They don’t do it like 
that.  They try to push us forward.  Like in a way we are doing kind of 11th grade, kinda.  So they 
are pushing us forward, and they are preparing us for college, and they are giving us harder 
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work that will challenge us and get us ready to know what our future will look like, and they are 
not easy on us.  
Jane (Coming from a public school as an 8th grader and into a charter school is a huge difference 
and you can tell the difference in teachers, the difference in the environment, and just seeing how 
everyone cares a little more about getting the students in college.) 
 
So, initially as an 8th grader, I come from the situation where I was about to graduate and a lot of 
my friends already knew what high school they were going to. And so I waited until last minute 
to kind of think of high schools, and I was recommended by my father whose wife’s cousin came 
here. He recommended that I come to an all-girl school.  So I’m like, um, at first I said, 
“ABSOLUTELY NOT!”  He kept bringing it up and I told him I would consider it.  And then 
there was another school I was considering which is Vector South, another charter school…I 
visited Vector South, they had an orientation and then I visited Girl Academy’s orientation and it 
was so different. Vector’s wasn’t really diverse, wasn’t in a good neighborhood.  It was a good 
school but it didn’t catch my attention.  And so, when I came here, I met the co-directors and all 
the teachers and pretty much liked how they engaged the students in their orientation. And I said, 
“well, maybe this may not be so bad.”  So, I actually considered going here. I followed my 
cousin, who is married now, but she told me a little about the school, not much I can remember, 
but, she pretty much was like, “if you need anything, I’m going to be here.” So that’s pretty 
much how it happened. 
Educators Become Charter School Teachers 
 
Madeline, Humanities Teacher: The school provided such flexible stuff for moms, like 
schedule-wise, and they were desperate to find somebody, so it worked out for me. 
 
A friend had started working here…And having gone through UIC she had heard about the 
mission of the school and the co-director and how she was progressive.  And this girl had also 
been involved with my high school, with a lot of that political stuff.  She told me, “I want to 
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work there,” and I was like, “yeah! That sounds pretty good!” Then I was in maternity leave, she 
had worked here and told me, “they need a full time sub!” I thought, “let me try it out.” And the 
school provided such flexible stuff for moms, like schedule-wise, and they were desperate to find 
somebody, so it worked out for me. So I worked from November to June, I applied for a regular 
Humanities position in 2005-2006. That’s when I started working here full time. 
Nancy, Special Education Teacher: I interviewed in a whole different bunch of charter schools. 
I spent 6 months interviewing. 
 
I’ll be honest. I’ve always worked in public schools. I worked in Oak Park; that was not a good 
fit.  To make a long story short, I belonged to the East Bank Club, and one of the woman that 
cuts hair there, her boyfriend had founded Guideline Charters and he had also started STAR 
Charter Schools which is not that far from here. I have never heard of them, I had never really 
thought about them.  So, this woman was like, “go online.”  So I started googling them, and at 
that time, this was five years ago, there weren’t that many charter schools as we have now. I 
googled “charter schools in Chicago.”  I first called her boyfriend, and we had a bunch of 
interviews, but it wasn’t the right fit for me either.  But it was really good because through him I 
learned about other charter schools.  And all of a sudden, Girl Academy Charter came up! And I 
researched it, and I had gone to an all women’s college, and I was like, “wow! An all woman’s 
7th through 12th grade!”  With my special education, I can teach from preschool through 21 
[years of age], so I can teach anyone.  So, I researched the school, and I just kept emailing the 
school.  I explained who I was and I think by that time their old case manager was leaving. I 
interviewed in a whole different bunch of charter schools. I spent 6 months interviewing.  I 
learned a lot. And I loved the charter school system, but you have to come in during the day, 
when the students are here, they are part of this process, because a lot of times you interview 
after school, and you know…I was very impressed with the co-directors…I learned that some 
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charters have really bad discipline problems and how some were very desperate for special 
education teachers and others were not.  I saw a lot of administrators who wanted to be in these 
schools.  They had left Chicago Public Schools and really, these charter schools were their lives.  
Other principals were there, you know like in the suburbs, they do a good job, you know, but in 
the charter schools, principals are really proud of their work. They all left tenure school to start a 
new life.  I respected that a lot more. They were younger.  They had gone through Teach for 
America, and other programs.  I also felt that many of them got special education.  I felt that 
previous principals never really grasped special education. 
Dominique, Humanities Teacher: While I was asking to be placed in a charter school, what I 
was really asking was to be placed in a small school 
 
I hope that this explanation gets to your question. Maybe it will help because given the context of 
different charters, and what that means in different areas.  In Atlanta, I wasn’t trained as a 
teacher or had no certification as a straight up teacher.  I had to go through a graduate program to 
be certified and the fact that I wanted to get a master’s. I went to Boston and I was looking for 
that small school like those I had been exposed to in Atlanta.  And in Atlanta, the charter school 
movement was at that point null, that’s why you had charter privates. The only reason why you 
had private charters was because they could receive some public funding.  I’m not quite sure 
why or how it worked out, but like most things in the South, charters were pretty stagnant.  This 
was 1997 through 1999.  So I get to Boston and because of the program that I’m in, I’m at a 
“Pilot” school. Charters can be both private and public in Massachusetts, and most of the public 
charters were not partnering with colleges and universities to do teacher pre-service. While I was 
asking to be placed in a charter school, what I was really asking was to be placed in a small 
school, right? My program enabled me to do that, but it was a pilot program. So once I got done 
with that program, an innovative school and a Coalition of Essential Schools, and I loved 
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everything they were about, I called the headmaster of the school and told him, “Can you please 
get me connected with schools like this in Chicago?  It just so happens that those innovative 
schools, now we are talking 2000-2001, all those innovative schools are charter public 
schools…See the charters there, in Boston, because well, you know, in Chicago, our Teacher’s 
Union is our Teachers’ Union, but their Teacher Union is like, they are gangsta, they’re gangsta, 
they are crazy. They resisted charters like nobody’s business and so that’s why, charters were not 
very open. Charters were funky there, they were weird, and I think, it has developed and bettered 
since then. I just remember that year in 2000, when you would go to certain places and ask about 
charter schools, you were kind of like, [signals a silence gesture].  So, it just so happens that the 
same schools that were doing the same work, that were called pilot schools there, they were 
called charter schools here.  So, my first exposure was Girl Academy Charter and Vector 
Charter, and I applied to both.  I did not want to go to a comprehensive, larger, Chicago Public 
School.   
Amanda, Science Teacher: I really wanted to teach in a neighborhood public school, that was 
originally my focus. 
 
My first experience was actually working here. So, I didn’t really know anything about charter 
schools, even going through my graduate school program.  I didn’t know anything actually. I got 
an interview here through a family member who is in CES [Coalition of Essential Schools 
Network] She went to a conference and passed out my reference to this charter’s co-director and 
got called for an interview. So I didn’t really know anything about the school until the school 
contacted me to come in.  So this is my only experience with charter schools and I think it’s a 
very narrow experience but it certainly has, I think, taught me a lot about charter schools in that, 
it is through the lens of working here…I did my research on the school itself as opposed to the 
fact that it was a charter school.  So my research was, what is the philosophy of the school?  I did 
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some research on CES also, to see what it meant that the school was part of the Coalition of 
Essential Schools.  I had been in Chicago, but I was not a teacher until recently.  I had worked as 
a financial advisor and then I went back to school at Loyola and got my master’s degree.  So, 
this is my first teaching experience…I had spoken with someone at Vector Charter I went to all 
the Chicago Public School job fairs and they always had this separate section for charter schools. 
I went through them and I actually spoke to some of the people.  Actually, I did speak with 
someone in the virtual charter school, and I knew pretty quickly that that wasn’t going to be the 
experience I wanted as a science teacher.  I talked a little bit to Vector Charter, but I didn’t 
actually interview anywhere or anything, or pursue it any further than that.  I really wanted to 
teach in a neighborhood public school, that was originally my focus.  In going through grad 
school, it was my hope to get a job in one of the more diverse neighborhoods in the North side 
where you have a lot of different students represented, racially, ethnically, linguistically, 
religious, you know. And I did my student teaching and observation at Lee High School and 
Prairie High School, both which are in the North Side and both are some of the most diverse in 
the city.  But both of those are some of the most difficult schools to get a job in.  So I had hoped 
to work in a school with a larger Latino population since I speak Spanish.  I had volunteered for 
four months in Ecuador when I was in grad school, and I really feel an affinity for that culture 
and that group.  So, this actually wasn’t particularly the school I was originally targeting, but 
when I heard of it and did my research in the website and saw their mission and vision, and 
really when I came in for the interview, I was ready to drink the Kool-Aid. I was pretty excited 
about this school. At that time. 
Verity, College Counselor: That was the movement we were all really hearing: that they were 
closing down schools, or schools within schools because they weren’t really performing. 
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Funny, only in that I was recruiting for a state university for kids to go to college. So I had the 
city of Chicago, primarily the South and West side and it is funny I work at Girl Academy 
Charter because this is the first charter school I really knew about in that I used to volunteer.  A 
colleague who used to recruit for another school used to work at Girl Academy and told me, “oh! 
You should go there to volunteer.  They need people to do X,Y, and Z.”  So, I started 
volunteering in different capacities. Then I started learning more about charter schools.  So, I 
think it’s funny that 7 years later, I’d be working at this school…While recruiting we had heard 
there were these new schools, and you had schools within a schools, and charter schools, and 
small schools but they were throwing around all these terms, so I’m like, “are they the same 
thing?” I felt like there were being too ambiguous initially. As you started to hear more about it, 
you knew they were different. Well, how are they different? Oh! This is all girls’. So it was this 
one, that I think, Girl Academy Charter, that because it’s all girls’, and it’s public, that I would 
hear more about it because it was so rare. So no, at the beginning it was all ambiguous 
information. I really couldn’t differentiate between what’s a small school?  Or an autonomous, I 
think? They were all calling it autonomous? That was the movement we were all really hearing: 
that they were closing down schools, or schools within schools because they weren’t really 
performing. Still within that context, charters were not coming up like that…So that was really 
my introduction to charter schools.  It was this particular one that made me look into other 
schools.  What’s the difference between a CPS school and a charter school?  That’s when I 
started to look into it more…Just the way students were doing, different things they did in class, 
promotion presentations. We used to take finals and that was it during my high school 
experience.  So there is a different assessment and kids here were doing different things, the 
opportunities afforded to them, I think, was great.  I took a bus trip with some girls, to a college, 
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and they visited the college, stayed overnight and we had the chance to hear Maya Angelou 
speak, and that was huge.  I was like, “look at this! This is great! I didn’t get to do this when I 
was in high school!”  I felt it was kind of hippie; the staff were allowed to be individuals and 
allowed them to shine through in the things they were doing in the school and the new things 
they were bringing in. I was like, “are all charters like this? This is great!” 
Elizabeth, College Counselor:  My decision to work here has never been geared by the fact that 
this is a charter school. 
 
My first experience with charter schools was in 2004 when I came here. I knew and had heard 
about Renaissance 2010, and just because of the people I hung out with, my sister was a 
community organizer, I had heard about it.  But my first direct contact was here in 2004, when I 
came in as a college assistant, a college prep associate. I don’t think my decisions to be here both 
in 2004, and left in 2006 and came back in 2009, but my decision to work here has never been 
geared by the fact that this is a charter school, intentionally, not in terms of…I never really…I 
didn’t think it was my decision to work here because it was a charter school.  I wanted to get 
away from DeKalb where I attended school, and I wanted to move back to Chicago and this was 
an opportunity that presented itself and I really wanted to work within the college admissions 
field or college preparation or academic advising in preparation for students towards 
postsecondary institutions.  Now if I think about where I am at, clearly because this is a charter 
school, that’s why I’m here, because I’m not certified. I’m not certified in any way to be a 
college counselor, I don’t have a type 73, I haven’t gone through the formal trainings to be in the 
traditional Chicago Public Schools. But I know that it is my intention to work in a Chicago 
Public School as soon as I have the type 73…I think that at that time I didn’t realize what I do 
know now.  I think, then you would think, “oh wow! Is this the way of reforming Chicago public 
schools? And it might be a positive thing, there is a creation of smaller schools, and, it wasn’t 
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until I really started to become more conscious of…my meetings, or talking with other people, or 
reading things, and the knowledge of how charter schools system works, that I started to realize, 
okay this is just really a pseudonym for nothing. Supposedly this reform of having Chicago being 
the premiere of public school systems, in reality is doing a lot more damage than it is positive. 
Sophie, Special Education Teacher: Because of all the teacher turnover, it’s so chaotic, there is 
nothing, there is no tradition, nothing to refer to. 
 
I have never been to Chicago Public Schools.  This is my second charter. My last charter was in 
Deerfield International Charter School in Bucktown.  And that school charter was to build, to 
integrate, the community, while at the same time to prepare parents and students to college life. 
When it first opened, I guess it was a top-notch charter school. With time, their test scores 
started to fail. I was there from 2003-2006 and then I started here in 2006.  My experience there 
was test scores. They even had something called, “Test Prep Wednesdays,” where only on 
Wednesdays they did test prep.  And I experienced, “if we don’t have it and you want it, you can 
have it, but you need to do it.”  So for example, if there is no club here, whatever you want to get 
started, you need to give birth to it, and I kind of feel like it’s the same here too, and I have a 
problem with that…The work that it takes to put into it, on top of your regular workload!  It 
would be nice if it was a foundation already there for you to build around it, or tweak. But I feel 
like we are always reinventing the wheel. Because of all the teacher turnover, it’s so chaotic.  
There is nothing.  There is no tradition, nothing to refer to. I did the double Dutch in my old 
school and it was just, without even knowing it, I had no idea I had to make my own attendance 
sheet, like I was supposed to do everything, but no one told me that, there was no structure, no 
structure.  I came here, and for my first year I didn’t have an idea what the hell was going on. 
There were acronyms, like we have a Girl-Acad language! 
Remembering in Chicago  
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My body stands in the corner of Loomis and Cermak Road gazing at the building that 
was constructed to serve as a high school in a segregated Mexican and Mexican American 
neighborhood in Chicago.  I stand with my pockets full of memories that speak of the erasure I 
endured for three years as an immigrant student inside an American high school.  I would like to 
lighten my memories, now that I have become a teacher, but I can’t.  Remembering in Chicago is 
not cheap.  I drive down State Street and my students’ houses have been erased during the three 
years I attended graduate school. No one can remember.  Ikies, Ida B Wells, Stateway 1 and 
Stateway 2.  All have been lost.  Families and entire communities have been misplaced.  There is 
no memory of the painful ghetto and somebody forgot to reverse that damage of fragmented 
communities.  They don’t exist.  Remembering these housing projects in Chicago will be a 
challenge.  The city has been covered under a racialized and nowadays, (neo)liberalized amnesia: 
now you see poor communities destroyed, tomorrow you get a corner Starbucks anchoring urban 
renewal lofts on the corner of 31st and State Street. 
In the same manner, I reflect upon the education in Chicago.  It has been overtly 
commodified and it unveils a business-standardized framework that dictates how Chicago Public 
Schools are to be administered and punished, according to geographic, racial, and class location.  
Wealthier and mostly White areas in the North of Chicago can attend College Preparatory 
Schools, Magnet Schools, and selective enrollment schools.  The rest of us, Black South and 
Brown West Siders, depend on the percentiles of ineffective standardized tests to attend and 
teach in “probation schools,” turnaround schools, military academy schools, reconstituted 
schools, vocational schools, contract schools, schools within schools, and let’s not forget, charter 
schools.  I stand outside the charter school where I used to teach and I want to forget these 
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categories, but I can’t. My students remember the streets they travel.  In their words, they speak 
of what they live as they commute to school:  
“The public school Concord, where the boy got hurt really bad, and died from it, 
that’s a lot going on. Like I just feel it’s such a struggle for all teenagers, charter 
school or not charter school, because we are all students in the city, we’re all 
seeing what’s going on in the world.” (Chance, sophomore student) 
 
“ I take the bus, I have to take the same bus every morning.  I take the X4 Cottage 
Grove. They are going to cut that off Sunday because I guess they’re eliminating 
the bus routes, and making bus routes less frequent.  I don’t know why, because 
we’re running out of money maybe?  I don’t know.  But this is the time for me 
that maybe I should get a car. The whole economy, like we don’t have any 
money.  They are cutting all express lines routes off. That bus gets me to school 
on time.  Now I have to put more responsibility on myself, push myself, discipline 
myself to leave the house earlier.  Since I know that problem, as long as I know it, 
I can be comfortable.  I don’t have to feel ashamed. As long as I know what the 
problem is and I can strive to fix it, it makes me feel better.” (Alicia, senior 
student) 
 
“I could take a shortcut through the back of the Lake Meadows, but I don’t feel 
comfortable going there because it’s deserted.  There is no one over there, so I 
don’t want to be stuck in that predicament where something could happen and 
nobody is there.” (Jane, senior student)  
 
As the voices of these students attending the new (public) charter school merge with my 
educational experiences attending public schools in Chicago, I reflect upon the methods of 
remembrance and recalling when writing about the educational disadvantages poor students of 
color endure; Are they bound to become isolated and lost memories?  How will these students 
remember the present school policies that threaten to punish, displace, and ultimately erase 
school communities and their neighborhoods?  What effect would these memories have in their 
ability to perform resiliency and a sense of community when reclaiming educational 
opportunities?  Can my research show me a way to remember, return, and reflect in order to 
sustain our collective, ourselves?  These questions remain an important piece in my practice of 
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memory and recalling.  In choosing to remember the end result can be a simple return; yet I 
know I can’t merely engage in an exercise of retrospective. As I sit on the edge with my 
memories, each remembrance in my collective self, with all of the actors involved in each 
memory, I will be transformed once again, leaving a new trace, a new wrinkle, a softer scar, 
bearing the loss and the lost, making me become something anew, reaching out for new 
communities, growing new roots, widening the fields of contestation to (re)imagine journeys out 
of neoliberal amnesia.    
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CHAPTER 3 
 
CHICAGO CHARTER SCHOOLS PERFORM TO THE PUBLIC IN A NEOLIBERAL 
LANDSCAPE 
 
The current performances behind the rhetoric feeding a public versus charter school 
debate often overlook the processes in which parents, students, and teachers define, embody, and 
(re)produce the script that spells the replacement of community public schools for the opening of 
“new” charter school campuses.  In the midst of a sociocultural spectacle of fear and crisis, the 
gaze in this chapter seeks to expose the transformation in which the public, in the form of 
students, parents, and teachers, become charter school subjects and witness the privatization of 
public education.  As the researcher, I gaze back in contestation to public/private participants 
(city mayor, private entities, elite philanthropists, business leaders), who partake in the 
dominance of the gaze and the tongue of those marginalized communities to whom education is 
offered as a choice, not a right.  In this manner, charter schools embody a neoliberal salvation 
among communities of color, namely African American and Latina/o communities, through 
schooling lottery events, geographical displacements fueled by urban gentrification, and 
educational missions that promote discipline and leadership, exploiting the myth of educational 
reform as a public good that erases past histories of injustice and inequality.   
The narratives, experiences, and performances shared by the participants of my research 
demonstrate how political and educational actors move within frameworks driven by an era of 
neoliberal economics and social restructuring in the city where school choice principles, 
fragmentation of home/school communities, and the dismantling of neighborhood and their 
public schools are normalized and become “common sense” actions.  A bold example of this is 
Chicago’s Renaissance 2010, the educational reform policy drafted and carried out between the 
marriage of private and public interests (i.e., the Chicago Board of Education appointed by the 
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city Mayor, two major philanthropic educational initiatives via the Annenberg Foundation 
Challenge and the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation focusing on school wide improvement and 
creation of small schools, and finally, the Chicago Commercial Club).  In it, Renaissance 2010 
projects to close at least sixty Chicago public schools and open one hundred “new” schools, one 
third of those being charter schools4.  In addition, this educational reform targets the closures of 
neighborhood schools, followed by the opening of “new” schools (i.e. charter schools), in poor, 
racially, and ethnically segregated areas of the city contributing to the sociocultural restructuring 
of the city as it “cuts across the city’s geography,” and erases “racial and ethnic differences” in 
urban development plans that give place to gentrification and displaces poor communities of 
color (Lipman and Haines, 2007, p. 473).  These actions that arrange the “class conquest of the 
city—reconstituting the city for the middle and upper-middle classes,” (Smith, 2002, cited in 
Lipman and Haines, 2007, p. 485) erase unresolved painful and unjust histories of economic and 
educational disinvestment in marginalized communities.  Those community members targeted in 
African American and Latina/o neighborhoods that can arrange to stay in the city, surviving both 
the demonization of their communities, their schools, and their bodies, now have to transform 
themselves into consumers.  Through charter schools they face educational “choices” in the form 
of leadership programs, the promises of single-sex education for urban children, behavioral 
discipline, and lifelong job skills.   
When posing the question to teachers around the choices parents may exercise when they 
send their daughters to Girl Academy Charter, Madeline offers a realistic view that dispels and 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4 As Lipman and Haines (2007) eloquently explain, the one hundred new schools will comprise one third contract 
schools, which operate like charter schools, but bypass the state law limits of charter schools by contracting directly 
with Chicago Public Schools, one third charter schools and their “annexes” that also bypass state law limitations by 
using this label, and one third performance schools, all subject to five-year performance contracts in exchange for 
“freedom, from union contracts, elimination of elected local school councils,” and the ability “to contract out school 
management to education management organizations (EMO’s) which may be for-profit” (p. 474). 
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questions whether Chicago’s public school choices in fact benefit African American and Latina/o 
parents:  
“You know, this is not, to me, at this point, this is not looking like a school of 
choice to most people that come here. It’s like a step above neighborhood schools 
but it’s not “The Payton,” it’s not… this school is a protective measure for parents 
who in any way, would not send their kids to the neighborhood high school, and 
this is better than that. Definitely, it’s not about choice here. I think it’s a chance. I 
think there is a certain percentage of girls, who come here, 9th and 10th grade 
especially, who had their choice somewhere else and it didn’t work out and now 
this is their new choice: ‘Oh it’s all girls, and there is a social worker, social 
emotional support’…This will be a step above an alternative school: ‘it’s a charter 
school, it has a good rigorous curriculum, college.’  That set of people, maybe see 
this as a great choice…I hate to sound negative or cynical.  That’s what it seems 
like right now.  Some parents I know are like, ‘this was my first choice for my 
daughter.’ But that’s not the majority of things that I hear from my 9th graders.  I 
think the chance paradigm sounds more accurate. 
 
Examining the embodiment of educational choice vis-à-vis educational chance,  
 
Amanda, Girl Academy Charter’s science teacher, further troubles the reasoning  
 
employed in arguments favoring school choice and their alleged success in a segregated  
 
and disinvested city like Chicago:   
 
Choice compared to what? It’s better if my choice was send my kid here or to 
Wolcott? I would want to send her here. If my choice is between here and 
Evanston (the northern Chicagoland suburb)? Yeah, I would go to Evanston.  I 
think what we are doing here is special and good, but it’s not enough. I don’t 
know what good enough, I don’t know how to measure good enough, I don’t 
know what good enough would have to look like…Yes we do some special things 
in charter schools, and yes, this school in particular has been successful at getting 
girls to graduate who I think would have dropped out of other schools, some of 
them going on to college. But, I don’t think our girls are at all prepared to succeed 
in college. Getting into college and succeeding in college are two totally different 
things.  I dropped out of college and I came from a really strong family that went 
to college and were successful in college, and I found it overwhelming. I don’t 
know how our students can survive their first week out of science class in college. 
As long as we keep comparing ourselves to the neighborhood school, we are only 
going to be mediocre. 
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Her position leads us to deconstruct the gaze that currently grips the discourse of 
students’ educational equity, failing public schools, and school reform driven by free-market 
initiatives. 
Malinche’s Gaze: Tomorrow’s Young Women, Young Men, and the Spectacles of Fear and 
Hope  
 
Those people are insufferable with their great saucer eyes. Can’t you tell the proprietor to 
send them away? (Charles Baudelaire, The eyes of the poor) 
 
Shaking hands at “L” stops around the city, [Rahm] Emanuel said he has seen “an 
emptiness in kid’s eyes that I would never accept in my own children”…Emanuel has 
met with Lewis and the union leadership. “They want to see a limitation on charters. I 
want to see an expansion,” Emanuel said. (Pallasch and Spielman, 2011, pg. 10) 
 
Without fundamental reform of the kind offered by more charter schools, Chicago faces a 
dismal educational future—with continuing high levels of dropouts, academic failure, 
inadequate progress toward the goals of No Child Left Behind…Most important of all, 
without such fundamental reform, hundreds of thousands of Chicago school children will 
not be equipped with the knowledge and skills necessary to earn a living, enjoy the 
benefits of civilized life, and participate in the processes of a democratic society. 
(Left Behind: Student Achievement in Chicago Public Schools, The Civic Committee, 
The Chicago Commercial Club. p 3. accessed on September 17, 2011 
http://www.civiccommittee.org/initiatives/education/LEFT_BEHIND.pdf) 
 
Soldier Field, the “Stadium in a Park,” hovers over the distance as the site of not only 
leisure and entertainment, but also of educational promise.  In a wintry, January-day like today, 
my infant daughter, my husband and I have the possibility of riding a car towards the South Side, 
crossing express-way roads, Lake Shore Drives, and snow covered museum campuses.  The 
invitation to the Second Annual New School EXPO, presented by the Chicago Public Schools 
and Parents for School Choice, offers a free shuttle service until 3:00pm from the Roosevelt L 
stop, to the stadium, for parents who have to ride both trains and/or buses this Saturday morning, 
from every sector of the city.  A free ride is a rare event in Chicago’s South Loop, but in the 
name of “public education and new schools, parents meeting new school leaders, attending 
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workshops, and meeting enrollment deadlines,” as the invitation card reads, I figure, a free ride 
paid by the city is well worth it.   
As we enter the parking lot of Soldier Field, feeling guilty for not riding  
Chicago’s public transportation, I am shocked to learn that parking is free for today’s EXPO, 
(versus the average $19.00, which I assume was also paid by the city and the sponsor of this 
year’s annual meeting: The Renaissance Foundation and its multiple investment partners: Exelon 
Corporation, Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, BP Foundation, to name a few.). The free 
parking warms me up momentarily until we step out of my car into the arctic air that covers Lake 
Michigan and occupies every open corner of this city’s sport and entertainment landmark.  As we 
rush to cover my daughter’s small and tattered stroller with a thick brown sarape from the 
aggressive winds, the number of cars and families walking in line towards the entrance to attend 
today’s event strikes me.   
Walking side by side, following a steady stream, I am standing in the middle of an 
inevitable majority of minority families: African American and Latina mothers and 
grandmothers, a scarce number of fathers (or brothers perhaps?), daughters, and sons.  A 
multitude of daughters and sons of every age and varying degrees of wonderment, beholding the 
sight of the spectacle displaying the “new school.”  The doors open and a set of stairs take me to 
“United Club-Level 1,” an enormous location where both my body and mind become silenced by 
the confusion of my placelessness, the way one becomes when entering a temple of worship.  
I stand before this “EXPO” unable to decipher whether this is a gigantic, citywide, public 
school open house, or, an exclusive, urban-student recruitment event, in private property.  Booth, 
after booth, after booth, lining up the open floor plan, the New School EXPO simulates more a 
selectively calculated school shopping fair than a welcoming and compassionate backdrop to 
 65 
assure parents that all public schools should constantly be new schools ontologically.  New 
schools as renewable educational spaces that create, contest, collaborate, contribute in and for the 
community in difference, equity, inclusion, against the performativity of instrumentalism, 
privatization, and standardization.  Echoes of hollow new promises emitted by school leaders 
(teachers? Directors? Parents? Recruiters? State Representatives?) try to escape the recently 
renovated $400 million dollar structure only to bounce back onto our skins and into our bodies.  
I am instantly transformed into a Chicago Public School student, fifteen years into the 
past, holding my mother’s hand in fear, as I entered a dilapidated and abandoned Benito Juarez 
High School, not far from Soldier Field, but worlds away from a downtown center, navigating 
mazes of foreign languages and tongues, desolated and segregated streets and hallways, Mexican 
learning experiences that were not recognized nor understood as I stepped into the metal detector 
every morning, altering school placements, scarcity of school materials and educational 
opportunities, a permanent sense of void in the promise that the Chicago Public Schools were 
going to educate this immigrant-child-self properly and thoroughly.  My mother’s hand and mine 
held on tight for three years, at times not knowing whose hand was holding tighter on to whom, 
transmitting on to each other an indelible synthesis of fear and hope that only those on the 
margins have learned to breath in and digest out, to keep believing that this school system will 
give us an equal chance to achieve a cliché American Dream. 
I am not holding my mother’s hand today.  Today, I am pushing my daughter’s stroller, 
carving my way through the crowd in the immensity of this 1st Level United Club Hall, dimly 
illuminated with a dusty, grayish, industrial tone.  We are all embraced by the tall ceilings that 
hold all these families together searching for the “New School” that drowns in the unfamiliar 
magnitude of what turns out to be the school choice spectacle.   
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Parents for School Choice and the Chicago Public Schools have organized the event to 
look like a typical convention meeting with tables, posters, banners, and booths advertising the 
promise of a new era of Chicago schools born through Renaissance 2010, or at least that’s what 
the first printed booklets I collect state as I enter the sales floor.  My eyes roll down the directory 
of the new schools listed, most of them making their presence today, and my placelessness 
becomes mitigated a bit:  I am in chartered territory. I feel a strong sense of deception since my 
invitation announced the EXPO to be a new public school event.  I quickly learn that this EXPO 
is overwhelmingly a charter school showcase, that charter schools are perplexingly and officially 
legitimized as a public school entity in the eyes of Chicago Public Schools officials, and that the 
presence of any public neighborhood school was not included in today’s marketing show.  
Neighborhood schools were limited to a 2009-2010 Elementary and Preschool Directory’ yellow 
book, courtesy of the Chicago Public Schools.   
It becomes apparent to me that this event is the embodiment of Renaissance 2010’s 
charter school cotillion: An all-out extravaganza that (re)presents the bodily performance of 
neoliberal educational rhetoric: the renewed corporatized school as a charter school versus the 
traditional dysfunctional neighborhood public school clash, in the most coveted prime time real 
estate, the South Loop-Lakefront zone, in the city of Chicago.  Like every coming of age 
performance, the New School Expo also included its Padrinos: State representatives, members 
of the clergy, school administrators, and the “fortunate” parents and children who have been 
accepted through a lottery process to receive a “public” education were present to highlight the 
festivities.  Curiously absent are flesh-and-bone representatives from the corporations that 
finance this movement.  In lieu of their philanthropic presence, we recognize their symbolic 
logos. The entire party stood around a podium advocating on behalf of “new schools,” with 
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children holding insipid construction paper and washable marker posters, reminiscent of a 3rd 
grade after-school art project led by an adult deficient of all creativity and ingenuity with a well 
delineated agenda: 
“Demand the best! Make Public Charter Schools Your Choice” 
“Put our Children before Politics! Lift the Charter Cap” 
 
  The modest posters pale under the shadow of a giant screen that highlights the United 
Airlines logo perforated on the massive white wall that silently witnesses the rally while 
Reverend Michael Pfleger champions through the microphone the charter school cause: “Let’s 
give our children the opportunity they deserve by any means necessary.”  Like a hazy dream in a 
utopian novel, the screen played the projection of the “New School” in the city of Chicago.  The 
images displayed the ubiquitous faces of young Brown and Black children showing vibrant 
smiles, bright and curious eyes, shiny cheeks, uniform(ed) bodies.  It is the same abused image 
that makes me flinch, that pinches me on the side, that raises a string of ire in my flesh.  It is the 
(un)critical mediated image of the poor side of Chicago, the empty corners, its residents walking 
aimlessly through foggy streets, the Black girls playing double-dutch in the school courtyard in 
The Chicago Public School Fund videos, the Brown children raising their hands up in the air 
embellishing charter school posters, the profiles of children of color plastered in every school 
reform event led by the Mayor and charter schools CEO’s while these same charter benevolent 
founders and activists neither question nor rally against the endemic poverty, segregation, 
unemployment, and environmental injustices these populations have been enduring for decades 
inside their disinvested communities and classrooms. As the rally progresses towards its 
predictable culmination, we learn about the founders, philanthropists, and the sudden 
compassionate corporations committed to making these children smile in their success, creating 
goals, in choosing choice for their educational needs. Thank you Chicago Tribune! Thank you 
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Walgreen’s! Thank you Renaissance Foundation! Thank you Free Choice! Thank you! Thank 
you! 
I stop in every new school’s booth to collect a myriad of printed materials that convey 
information through diverse features: pamphlets bearing newly created schools’ seals typical of 
traditional Ivy League schools, brochures filled with photographs of happy Black and Latino 
children anxiously raising their hands to be called by their dedicated charter school teachers next 
to glorious school mission statements, glossy professional booklets of charter high schools 
reminiscent of public universities and pharmaceutical companies, CD-ROM’s carrying virtual 
curriculum samples, open house dates with deadlines flyers, ordinary 8X11 white paper leaflets 
folded in three equal sizes detailing charter’s campuses throughout the city of Chicago.  My first 
impression is to conclude that some charter schools have a more generous budget than others to 
market their services through printed media, while others have to incur into human capital, 
bringing in their young chartered pupils as volunteers, (on a Saturday), dressed in their charter 
school’s cotton t-shirt uniforms laced with an alphabet soup of charter schools’ initials in bold 
colors: 
ACTAFAHS, ASPIRA, AMRCSHS, BCICS, CAAT, CICS, CMSA, KIPP, HFAPHH, MMA, 
NSCS, UNO, YWLCS 
  I receive free applications to apply to one of these charters that, like many of its 
counterparts, seem to include an omnipresent concept of “leadership” in their title. Aside the 
required questions, the application seeks information on students’ primary language spoken at 
home, previous special services, concerns based on academic, physical, social and/or social 
development, previous disciplinary suspensions or expelling procedures, student’s standing in 
current school, and specific reasons as to why the students is being transferred to a charter 
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school.  They also offer the option to arrange an extra fee for private transportation services to 
students who have to travel outside their neighborhoods.  These series of questions underline 
whether free choice includes educational services that have been established as required and 
obligatory in the public school setting or whether selection through a lottery process exempts the 
“new school” to include every child, with every shortcoming, talent, and educational past.  Other 
charter school applications inquire if the student has a computer at home, the number of books in 
students’ personal libraries, and the reading habits among family members.  The Marine Military 
Academy, the first Marine Corps JROTC in the Chicago Public Schools as the humble flyer 
boasts, does include admissions requirements that are not present in other charter applications. 
Students must have a minimum 7th grade ISAT stanine score of 5 points in reading and 5 point in 
math, live in Chicago, and pass an interview with the staff.   
 In the spirit of renewal of the “new school,” sustained by venture capital principles and 
the multiple marketing variations that these new schools embody, most charter schools 
applications share a conspicuous and universal requirement: the signing of a “behavioral 
contract.”  Behavioral contracts can be found under different plans. The prospective student-
customer encounters the “self management plans,” “achievement standards contract,” “strict 
student dress codes,” “family agreements,” “parent/teacher/student compacts,” and “discipline 
programs.”  Applications do not spell the consequences in the event of a student and parent 
breaking these covenants, but in a city where visual media outlets reduce youth to “another 
Chicago Public School student was shot,” whenever a gunfire tragedy strikes outside of public 
school grounds, it is safe to assume the consequences of breaking charter schools’ behavioral 
codes equal expulsion or the end of the coveted lottery prize: a public education. 
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As the exhilaration of the spectacle subsides, I reserve the Urban Prep Academy for 
Young Men booth for the grand finale.  It’s difficult to miss the young men standing next to their 
poster boards and shiny folders, wearing their khaki pants, buttoned shirts and ties.  They stand 
up straight, confident, using their hands with controlled (e)motions, with their eyes observing the 
crowds as they pass by their booth.  There are a few parents ahead of me, waiting to ask them 
and their school representative questions about the latest school that has been the focus of the 
media for its model and unconventional characteristics as well as their campus site’s geographic 
location in the Englewood neighborhood.  I hear their answers and I perceive voices of certainty 
and pride.  As they explain what their school day is like, I browse through their impressive 
advertising portfolio bearing the photo of four young Black men, standing tall, crisply uniformed 
in black blazers and red ties, flawless body postures against a white background.  On the upper 
left corner, I examine a one-inch red coat of arms seal, with the word “CREDIMUS,” on top.  In 
the middle of the seal, two black lion silhouettes bearing golden crowns facing away from each 
other. At the bottom, a golden open book below the lions’ legs and the words, “Urban Prep 
Academies, est. 2002.”  In large red and upper case letters, you can read the words that draw 
together the graphics’ theme: “We Believe.”  I marvel at the aesthetic composition of their 
informational materials, the quality of the paper used, the colors chosen to represent and market 
this charter high school academy and its three campuses.  I marvel at the fact that fifteen years 
ago, just like today, my public neighborhood high school’s budget, like the rest of the Chicago 
poorest neighborhoods’ public schools budget, could barely afford a gym t-shirt uniform to 
identify and represent their school building, their theme, their compositions.  “Maybe Walter 
Peyton High School has more than a gym uniform to identify itself, but then again, that’s a North 
Side school,” I correct myself silently.  
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The information I find inside this incredibly fancy catalog it’s clear and straightforward, 
almost matter-of-fact.  The prep school narrates its history as a “nonprofit organization founded 
in 2002 by a group of African-American education, business, and civic leaders,” which as a 
group can combine, “over 200 years of experience at urban and suburban, parochial and public 
elementary and high schools as well as at community colleges and major universities.”  I 
momentarily question the way time of “educational experience” is added by these civic-business 
leaders and whether this mathematical logic can actually guarantee anything, including 
deliverance of equity in the new (public) charter schools. 
My turn arrives and the young man extends his hand to shake mine.  I tell him I’m 
interested in learning more about his school. “What is it like?” I ask.  And in front of me, there is 
this bright, tall, and sweet African American young man who is proud to, ingenuously, market 
his charter school in this “new school” EXPO.  He tells me he loves his school because they have 
taught him to respect himself, respect his classmates, and teachers.  He likes the teachers because 
they really care about him and because, as his daily school creed states, he believes he will attend 
college and become the first one in his family to do so.  I ask him if a young man living in the 
Near West Side could attend this South Side charter school, and in his pause, I believe, as he 
gazes my Latina self, he is thinking that in a city as segregated as this, no Brown young man 
would travel that far across the 20ths, the 30ths, the 40ths, all the way to the 60ths to attend this 
charter school because he surely wouldn’t.  Not because of the distance, but because of how this 
city has made us become, across our neighborhoods’ racialized lines.  “Sure,” he gracefully 
answers. “All he has to do is fill out this application and wait to see if he is chosen by lottery.”  
With these words, my body suddenly surrenders to what has been a very turbulent and 
difficult day.  I thank the young man for his time and walk away clutching the materials I 
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collected, struggling to understand public education for him and for myself as an act of 
speculation, venture, chance.  Not choice.  A reprehensible act of gamble, risk, performed by the 
center, by education reformers, by policy makers, by the private sector turned philanthropists, 
against our marked bodies and our marginalized communities.  Not choice.  Just a continuation 
of a legacy where the education of Chicago’s Brown and Black children, South Siders and West 
Siders, “at-risk” and “on probation,” is separate and unequal.  I walk out with my family, 
alongside other families, a bag full of charter applications and advertising, a chartered body, 
blinded by the sheer spectacular despondency toward public education in the center of leisure, by 
the lake. 
Neoliberal Performances 
 
Our schools are the way they are not because of Al Qaeda, but because of our collective 
neglect and an unwillingness to make hard choices or to insist on results. Chicago’s 
public school system is structured for failure. It needs to be fixed. 
(http://www.civiccommittee.org/initiatives/education/LEFT_BEHIND.pdf, p. 3, accessed 
December 3, 2011) 
 
Basically the strategy consists of condemning the schools, manufacturing a crisis, 
starving public schools of resources, standardizing curriculum and teaching methods, and 
opening up education to for-profit companies. (Taubman, 2009, p.104) 
 
In the aftermath of the urban public school spectacle, where educational crises 
interconnect between the discourses of chaotic fear and hope, of public school failures and 
emerging miraculous solutions, we stand in the middle with the performers who occupy and 
(re)produce the new urban chartered public school subject.  As the state of Illinois legislates for 
lifting the cap on behalf of the expansion of charter campuses throughout the city of Chicago in 
the last decade (fueled by both No Child Left Behind legislation and the Race to the Top federal 
program), charter schools proliferate the urban landscape compassed by local education reforms, 
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private corporatized interventions, and political votes in specific geographic territories and 
sociocultural terrains.   
Focusing inside these spaces, the places that have been demarcated as areas of urban 
blight and criminality, we find the new public school student sustaining the newly opened 
“enlightened” schools generated by local educational reform policies fueled by business 
initiatives such as Chicago’s Renaissance 2010.  Solidly chartered by the recommendations 
made by the Civic Committee of The Commercial Club of Chicago, Renaissance 2010 stands as 
one of the driving performers of public school reform and its privatization.  It is intended to face 
and resolve the data findings generated and published in the Civic Committee’s 2003 report 
entitled, Left Behind5.   The fifty-nine page schooling report, scattered with striking black and 
white photographs depicting the public school archetypal student left behind, Latina/o and Black 
children, is embedded within an additional dizzying forty-four pages of data analyses, 
standardized test scores’ tables, progress reports by grade, ethnicity, and city region, and a series 
of credos that expand on the state of Chicago’s public schools as one in crisis, utter failure, and 
irreparable damage.  Such educational collapse, the authors insist, can only be reversible and 
salvaged if a free market driven reform is enacted at once:  
One of the most powerful forces for positive change in any system that produces 
goods or services is the availability of choice on the part of the beneficiaries of 
those goods or services. Consumers vote with their feet. If one provider does not 
adequately provide service, the consumers can choose another. This, of course, 
not only creates an incentive for new and more skilled producers to emerge, but 
also places powerful pressure on the incumbents to improve their performance. 
Competition—which is the engine of American productivity generally—is the key 
to improved performance of our public schools. 
(http://www.civiccommittee.org/initiatives/education/LEFT_BEHIND pdf. p. 55, 
my emphasis) 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  5 For an extensive look see, http://www.civiccommittee.org/initiatives/education/LEFT_BEHIND.pdf.  Also see, 
Still Left Behind, which evaluates Chicago’s public schools learning and failure rates, published in 2009, by the 
Civic Committee of The Commercial Club of Chicago, http://www.civiccommittee.org/ 
initiatives/education/Still%20Left%20Behind%20v2.pdf 
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As the authors report their statistical findings, the average citizen witnesses the 
commonplace practice of entangling figures deriving from predetermined standards, 
comparing academic subjects to performance abilities, equating anonymous students with 
disastrous results:  
Today, in Chicago’s public high schools, only 36% of 11th graders meet or 
exceed state reading standards. Only 26% of 11th graders meet or exceed state 
math standards, and only 22% meet or exceed state standards in science. And this 
is after nearly 40% of the students have dropped out of school. Pause over these 
data. By the time students reach the 11th grade in Chicago’s high schools, only 
about 60 of every 100 are left—and of these, roughly two-thirds fail to read at 
state standards, and about three-fourths fail to meet standards in math or science 
(ibid. p. 1). 
 
Further, in what appears to be a Marxist riddle of incongruity, the Civic Committee of the 
Commercial Club of Chicago clarify, in a poetic declaration of simultaneous praise and reproach, 
who are the real defenders and the foes of the city’s public school system, leaving out 
documented histories of economic and social disinvestment in segregated communities and 
public schools:  
As citizens ponder these implications, it is essential to keep in mind that this 
failure is not attributable to the current CEO of the system or to its board. There is 
probably no more dedicated or talented CEO [Arne Duncan] of a major urban 
school system in the country than Chicago’s current CEO. The same could be said 
of the members of the Board—all intelligent, conscientious volunteers in public 
service. The problem lies in the system, which lacks competitive pressures 
pushing it to achieve desired results. It responds more to politics and pressures 
from the school unions than to community or parental demands for quality. (ibid., 
p. 2, my emphasis) 
 
Finally, removing ideological and pedagogical schisms that a market driven educational 
reform should create within and between a democratic-community based public education, the 
report Left Behind, as well as the public policy enactment of Renaissance 2010, reiterate and 
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ascertain the solution to both the problem of blighted communities and urban students attending 
their neighborhood public schools: 
Chicago should have at least 100 charter schools located predominantly in inner-
city neighborhoods that are today served mostly by failing public schools. Charter 
schools are not perfect, and they are not a panacea. Some fail and are closed. Over 
time, however, such schools will give more parents real choice. They will also put 
more pressure on the public schools to perform. They will create a competitive 
spur to improvement much like Federal Express has caused the postal service to 
improve6. (ibid., p. 3, my emphasis) 
 
It is this juncture, in which school policy calling for school reform and the free market 
competition discourse that supports it meet, where it is necessary to ask, how are these students’ 
bodies and identities (re)presented, (re)formed, and (re)produced within the charter school public 
space? How do charter schools transform the performance of identity in students and their 
teachers in relation to their school, neighborhood, larger community, and each other?  
Ultimately, what can we learn from the private process of becoming a charter school actor while 
bearing a public school subjectivity? 
It is imperative to first trouble the notions that maintain the tropes of public schools for 
the public good (or the lack thereof) and the “new” charter (public) school that seeks to deny a 
“privatized public school” label for a more favorable persona, embodying transparency, 
autonomy, and innovation.  The omission in this act is that currently, education becomes a 
consumable good for the public, through the new (public) charter school, partially funded by 
public monies, financially consolidated by untraceable private interests:  
What the Chicago system desperately needs in order to make fundamental 
improvement is increasingly large doses of parental choice. It needs competitive 
alternatives that would give parents the right to vote with their feet. It needs more 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6 Unlike the choice a customer makes between Federal Express, a private entity, and the United States Postal 
Service, parents who currently exercise school choice between private schools and public school districts has been 
found to be driven by racial segregation and/or religious preferences, as opposed to, as Renaissance 2010 reform 
implies, the level of educational quality delivered in public schools. See the work of Smith and Meier (1995) on 
Florida’s schools and parents’ choice. 
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charter schools—publicly-funded but independent, innovative schools that 
operate with greater flexibility and give parents whose children attend failing 
schools an option they do not now have. 
(http://www.civiccommittee.org/initiatives/education/LEFT_BEHIND.pdf. p. 3, 
my emphasis) 
 
At the moment, charters schools represent the “fastest-growing part of the public school 
system” receiving around $300 million in public funds yearly (Joravsky, 2011).  Yet, the public 
does not have access to any of the charter schools’ budgets and payrolls, nor is it determinable 
how the city of Chicago and its public school system tracks the way tax dollars and private funds 
are spent.  When faced with the inquiry of transparency and access of charter schools budgets, 
Chicago Public School officials present a troubling reality in which public education is no longer 
part of the public sphere where parents, students and communities meet to shape and demand 
educational equity and transparency.  Instead, members of “failing school” communities 
encounter a series of systemic corporate and legal challenges that impede access to financial and 
administrative information that redefines public education and its embodiment through the new 
charter (public) school.  Chicago Public Schools officials explain that, “charters though 
subsisting on public funds, are essentially private vendors and their employees do not work for 
the district” (ibid., my emphasis).   
Enacting a parade of failing public schools that fail urban children and their families, 
private entities embody a disguise of concern for public education reform through free-market 
ideologies.  Behind this performance, philanthropic school reformers support a neoliberal agenda 
that seeks to save public schools while stripping them of all socioeconomic support by 
government and educational officials, the public, and by the very participants that comprised a 
public school community, all in the name of preparing students for the job market of tomorrow.  
Transnational corporations and local private entities don a philanthropic visage through a media 
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induced spectacle (as the one witnessed yearly in Chicago’s New School Expo, or films such as 
“Waiting for Superman”) by investing money in the improvement of public schools under their 
terms.  An example of this is the journalistic report that exposes the role of Resolute Consulting 
(Ahmed-Ullah & Mack, 2012, p. 1).  A political consulting firm that had contributed to the 
successful Congress bid of current Mayor Emanuel in 2002, it has provided financial and 
technical support to religious leaders with the goal of organizing groups to attend rallies and 
hearings supporting Chicago’s Mayor educational reform initiatives, namely, expanding charter 
schools, closing “underperforming” schools, and lengthening the school day.  With close ties to 
the Mayor, the consulting firm’s CEO Greg Goldner, explains his role in education matters given 
his “public policy passion,” helping groups to do community organizing and “direct[ing] money 
from wealthy donors” to support the current “education reform agenda” (ibid., p. 8). As is the 
trend, Mr. Goldner’s philanthropic donations, as well as those of his wealthy allies remain in 
anonymity and obscurity, refusing to disclose amounts and names when asked by the Mayor’s 
office and Chicago Public Schools inspector general.  In the midst of the possible creation of 
“faux grass-roots” groups who may receive $25 to $50 per person to fill busses to attend charter 
school rallies and hearings supporting the closure of “failing” schools in inner city 
neighborhoods, one finds the efforts made by parents, teachers, and students opposing school 
closings diminished.  These communities and their public schools, already struggling with the 
physical erasure of their neighborhood centers, encounter not only the legal proceedings to close 
down schools dictated by Chicago Public School’s CEO and its Board of Education, they are 
also navigating against (and within) the financial marks left by private donors supporting a 
corporatized school reform and the sociocultural transformation of the city.   
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These private donations entering the public sphere have a great impact in reform policy 
and result in the transformation of the neighborhood/traditional school culture for the 
establishment and sustenance of autonomous charter schools dynamics, despite their marginal 
investment as Menefee-Libey (2010) notes: 
“All told, foundations and philanthropists have contributed perhaps $200 million 
to school improvement in Chicago over the past two decades. This initially 
impressive sum pales when one considers that the district’s annual budget has 
consistently exceeded $4 billion—the philanthropic contribution amounted to 
0.25 percent of the roughly $80 billion spent by CPS [Chicago Public Schools] 
between 1988 and 2008” (p. 68). 
 
The salient participation of local philanthropy in Chicago in the creation of new charter schools, 
namely members of the elite business class, do not attempt to rectify the racialized and 
impoverished marginalization that affects the very communities these donors attempt to help.  
The third largest school district in the United States, Chicago Public Schools enrolled 404,151 
students, forty-two percent of them being African American, forty-four percent Latina/o, and 
eighty-seven percent identified as students living in low-income families during the 2011-2012 
school year (http://www.cps.edu/ About_CPS/At-a-glance/ Pages/Stats_and_facts.aspx).  These 
statistics paint an urban school district that primarily serves poor students of color in racially 
segregated and poor communities.  Entrepreneurial philanthropists, Menefee-Libey (2010) 
concludes, “have a great deal of discretion over how they choose to do the public’s business,” 
alienating the participation of poor parents and their children in Chicago creating a public school 
system that is “less accountable to the public and less transparent” (p. 90).  In fact, the 
implementation of Renaissance 2010 arranges for Chicago Public School’s CEO, philanthropists, 
and business elites, the ability to channel their financial interventions in “closed-door sessions” 
to fund, open, and sustain charter school campuses without the need to include the voice of 
(dis)approval of disadvantaged communities (Weitzel and Lubienski, 2010, p. 30).  Further, 
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neighborhood public schools already facing financial deficits experience a decrease in their own 
funding, worsening their economic condition and limiting educational programs for students.   
Ultimately, these private donations accelerate the privatization of the public school 
system, fueling the belief that their intervention in school reform and the education of 
underserved children can embody an efficiency model of “doing more with less” without facing 
any scrutiny from governing bodies (Wells, 2009).  Wells’ work demonstrates that although 
charter schools have not lived up to their pedagogical expectations and promises of student 
achievement, the “privatized” financial support they receive has set them apart in terms of their 
budget management and financial sustainability.  In this manner, “do more with less” translates 
into charter schools hiring, “younger and less experienced teachers and to have higher teacher 
turnover rates…their mostly inexperienced teachers earn, on average, less than their regular 
public school counterparts, have fewer benefits, and less job security namely tenure” (p. 172). 
Verity, in frustration, speaks of the negative effects on student involvement with teachers given 
the high turnover rate of professionals inside the building: 
“[Students] would come in and ask, ‘who are you and would you be here long?’ 
The position I was coming into kind of became this revolving door, like, ‘okay, 
you have been here 2 years. Next!’ I can understand why they might just not take 
into to me, like, ‘I don’t really need to know you or need your help because you 
are not going to be here.’  The class of ’09, they took to me instantly. They are 
like, ‘how long are you going to be here? You need to be here at least after I 
graduate!’ And that became this prevalent thought with the students: ‘how long 
are you going to be here?’ I was like, ‘really?’ I never remember asking any of 
my teachers, ‘how long are you going to be here?’ I was just shocked that so 
many students were asking. One went as far as asking me, ‘should I take the time 
to get to know each other? Are you going to be long enough for that?’” 
 
In spite of this, state and federal mandates have not only embraced the intervention of the 
private sector openly, but have also joined in the effort to fund widespread openings of charter 
schools throughout the nation.  Payne and Knowles (2009) indicate that, “[President] Obama 
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proposed doubling the federal investment in charter schools. More recently, during his 
confirmation hearings, Secretary of Education Arne Duncan amplified this call, making it clear 
to the Senate that he would, as he has done in Chicago, support the growth of charter schools 
nationwide” (p. 227).  
This investment to what Weitzel and Lubienski (2010) and others refer to the charter 
school experiment7 contradict the financial logistics of deficits and shortages emitted by federal 
and state governments that have saturated the broken public schools discourse for decades.  
Garcia and Garcia (1996) question the logic of financial sustenance of public and charter 
schools: 
“Incredibly, millions of public dollars are being pumped into the charter school 
movement based on implicit and unstudied assumptions…Why are legislators so 
willing to find money for charter schools when these same individuals have been 
unwilling to fund [public] education even at the rate of inflation?” (p.34) 
 
Following Chubb and Moe’s (1990, 1992) mandate of, “a new system of public education that 
eliminates most political and bureaucratic control over the schools and relies instead on indirect 
control through markets and parental choice” (p.37), current policy trends in educational reform 
accept the deviation of economic funds for public schools attended by both poor and minority 
families, entrusting a deregulated market environment to speculate on the creation of new 
schools to allegedly salvage public schools from their inherent ‘failures.’   
That public school systems consistently shortchange poor students of color is an 
understatement.  In frustration, Dominique’s experience as an educator teaching in charter 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  7	  Further critical research on current trends that delineate market based school reform practices can be found in the 
powerful challenge posed by Buras (2011) exposing, through a “critical theory of whiteness as property, 
accumulation by dispossession, and urban space economy,” (p. 296) the assault on Black communities in New 
Orleans via “educational entrepreneurs” on the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina.  Also see the work of Berends, et al. 
(2008), Buckley and Schneider (2009), Fabricant and Fine (2012), and Zimmer, et al. (2009). 
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schools spells his reasons for wanting to contest educational inequity in traditional public schools 
in the city: 
“We still have Brown v. Board. But then again…we still got Carr, Walsh, and 
Concord [neighborhood public high schools], and no one is questioning the 
legality of that. And these are schools that are ultimately, disgustingly tracked. By 
the data, you have to finish in the top 10 or top 5% if you even want to think 
about going to a four-year college in these neighborhood schools. And no one 
brings the fact that the majority of Black and Brown kids are going there.  I think 
it’s easy enough to blame charter schools for not solving an issue that is larger 
than the charter school movement and that it has to do a lot more with the culture 
that it already exists. It’s easy enough to do it.”  
  
The calls for school reform in hopes of bringing all children to the forefront, or students 
racing each other to the top based on deregulated, standardized testing, competition, and 
privatizing market ideologies, continue to ignore and support a systemic abject contrast among 
public school systems throughout the nation. These neoliberalized educational initiatives 
continuously turn a blind eye to pervasive sociocultural and economic policies that maintain 
parallel systems of education, class, and racial stratification disparities.  As Labaree (2007) 
argues, “education in the US…has increasingly become a commodity, which is offered and 
purchased through market processes…[promoting] stratification in education” (p. 4).  In their 
calls for reform, policy makers and school choice advocates have no intention to reverse the 
current damaging societal strata that directly affect school districts, teachers, families, and 
communities.  Thus, market driven reform in urban school districts in cities like Chicago, in the 
form of charter schools and parent choice discourses, support “the…consequences of market 
behavior in education [which has] not been benign but often highly destructive for both academic 
learning and social equity. Such consumerism preserves and increases social inequality, 
undermines knowledge acquisition, and promotes the dysfunctional overinvestment of public and 
private resources in an endless race for degrees of advantage” (ibid.).   
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Higgins (2011) exposes the public school tiers found within class and ethnic/racial 
geographies.  These school tiers sustain urban city landscapes to support the notion that 
traditional public schools are inherently bound to fail unless a competitive infrastructure is in 
place to reverse the achievement gap in the name of the public good: 
“Most defenses of public education focus on this convergent good…it is both 
vitally important and largely unrealized in a society marred by severe and 
increasing economic stratification, ongoing structural racism…We have private 
schools for the super rich, lavish quasi-public schools for the pretty rich, and 
bleak public schools for the poor and working classes.  By quasi-public, I mean 
government-run schools with ample physical, emotional, and intellectual 
resources, schools that are located in wealthy (and often mostly white enclaves) 
where parents pay the equivalent of private school tuition in the form of high 
property taxes and property values…In contrast, children living in poor 
neighborhoods attend impoverished schools, lacking even the funds needed to 
perform basic maintenance on their buildings.” (p. 456) 
 
Higgins analysis provides an opportunity to trouble the notions of education reform for 
the public good when neoliberal educational policies enact its parallel transformation of a good 
for the public: the consumption of the public sphere and its participants and the impossibility of 
democratic interventions by the poor and communities of color.  Both public and the new charter 
(public) school as reformed entities embody a problematic function often obscured by the trope 
of public education for a hegemonic and singular public good.  In a critical intervention, Boyles 
(2011) reminds us how public schooling and the education imparted within these schools for the 
“public good” reinforce “restrictive spaces incompatible with the democratic public interests 
repeatedly attributed to them” (p. 433).  The disparate dynamics of power imposed by political 
and private entities enacting urban public school reform upon poor communities and people of 
color erode possibilities for participatory democratic acts, as Boyles argues:   
“…the use to which that power is put represents a perverse irony about “the 
public good”: it is not public—at least not in a radically democratic sense that is 
critical of corporate or business influence over politics…it also is not singular, as 
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there are a number of publics and counterpublics, many of which have historically 
been left out of the “public” debate about public schools” (p. 435). 
 
Attending and consuming the structural manufacture of charter (public) schools, a top-
down school reform policy, does not entail a democratic act of choice by underserved 
communities, nor does it establish an equal distribution of power among the actors.  Racial 
minorities living in poverty already face the closure of their neighborhood schools, a direct result 
of educational punitive measures dictated by standardized performance education.  Supported by 
the unfavorable long decade of No Child Left Behind policies, parents, students and teachers 
experience a clear example of what Lyotard referred to educational “performativity”: 
“Educators are preoccupied with making “annual yearly progress” in leaving no 
child left behind…in the name of accountability, we are turning educators into 
accountants. In the name of standards, we are foreclosing the conversation about 
the aims of education…In the culture of performativity, quantities replace 
qualities, rubrics replace judgment, and we are left, in Max Weber’s memorable 
phrase, with ‘mechanized petrification, embellished with a sort of convulsive self-
importance’” (Higgins, 2011, pp. 453-454). 
 
Yearly achievement assessments that demonstrate proficient academic performances are the 
instruments with which educational policies enact performativity and performance, both as a 
regime of punitive accountability and a technology of symbolic knowledge production to be 
consumed “by certain target audiences” (Edwards and Usher, 2008, p. 112).  As is the case in 
Chicago, the target audiences of assessment and accountability are “underperforming schools” 
located in poor segregated geographies; when set in place, high-stake standardized testing, 
“compromises even further the educational chances of disadvantaged students…Having given 
them inadequate schools to begin with, society now punishes them again for failing to perform as 
well as other students who attend schools with greater resources” (Darling-Hammond, 2007, p. 
89).   
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In this manner, the current regime of standardized performance in which, “high-stakes 
decisions affect students, such as the use of test scores for promotion, tracking and 
graduation…affect teachers and principals when scores are used to determine merit pay or 
potential dismissal…affect school[s], as when schools are awarded recognition or extra funds 
when scores increase or are put into intervention status or threatened with loss of registration 
when scores are low” (Darling-Hammond, 2007, p. 79), along with accountability educational 
reform, traverses both neighborhood and charter schools alike.  As Linn (2007) reiterates, “high 
performance standards are no longer merely symbolic aspirations.  Rather they have potentially 
serious consequences for schools, school administrators, and teachers” (p. 116).  These acts of 
reform remove any possibility of radical democratic participation to impart education for 
communal social justice for underserved communities in inner city neighborhoods.   
Parents and students that witness the closure of neighborhood schools due to neoliberal 
school policies, such as failure to reach academic performance standards, have to endure both on 
their physical bodies and social collectives the pervasive paradigm that feeds and justifies 
educational reform, the belief of a cultural deficit (Hall and Parker, 2007, p. 133).  Not only does 
cultural deficit, “perpetuates a detrimental cycle in our nation’s education system, which holds 
minority and low-income students and their families primarily responsible for academic failure,” 
but also contends that this failure is unavoidable given that their educational homes, what I 
define as those safe spaces in community that support and sustain underprivileged collectives, 
are in fact in deficit.  This paradigm, where low income and minority students, “fail in 
school…because they come from a deficit home environment (Tozer, Violas, and Senese, 2002, 
cited in Hall and Parker, 2007, p. 133), are in need of “social, cultural, intellectual and 
motivational” compensation (ibid.).    
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Thus, when we pose the question of who embodies the new (public) charter school 
student in Chicago, we meet a multilayered subject: a renaissance student who, in search of 
equitable education, performs a (re)formed subjectivity in a systemic disinvested public school 
space, wishing to escape a stigmatized community (i.e. neighborhood/school) through principles 
of consumerism and personal choice.    
-children of fortune- 
 
And why aren’t we reforming our neighborhood schools?   
Why are we coming up with this new model?  
Where your kid is lucky enough to be picked up by a lottery,  
He or she gets to go to this special school,  
That isn’t necessarily as special as we are telling you,  
That may be around for 5 years,  
And if it’s lucky for 10.  
Maybe while you are there. 
 
(Amanda, science teacher) 
 
Carrying the discursive burden of deficit, failure, and the lack of self-responsibility, 
parents and students participate in troubling corporatized aesthetics of education reform, as is the 
case in charter school entrance procedures, namely, entering a lottery drawing to access new 
representations of public education: individualistic, consumable, exclusionary.   
The lottery is conducted by printing all participants’ names on 3 x 5 cards and 
placing those cards in a rolling bin, which is situated publicly on a theater stage. 
Enrollment is offered to the first names drawn, until all enrollment spots are filled 
(usually about 250). The drawing continues and waitlist numbers are assigned in 
the same manner until all names have been pulled from the bin.  This process 
ensures that all applicants partake in the drawing and no student receives 
admission by any method other than the lottery. Any applications received after 
the deadline are added to the end of the waitlist. 
(http://noblenetwork.org/Admissions/AdmissionsProcess/tabid/1797/Default.asp) 
 
Before the public school student makes its appearance in the (re)formed chartered stage, 
in the name of saving those at risk, disadvantaged students and their communities are pushed to 
take the biggest risk of all.  When the name of a student is printed on a 3x5 card to be rolled and 
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drawn by a corporate-style school board to determine the gambling possibility of public 
education, both parents and students participate in the loss of educational equity, neighborhood 
enclaves centered around an inclusive public community school, and the possibility of critical 
and radical democratic participation by families and teachers.  Gaining access to public 
education via charter school sponsored lottery events, “normalizes the logic of individualism and 
entrepreneurialism, equating individual freedom with self interested choices, making individuals 
responsible for their own well-being, and redefining citizens as consumers and clients” (Leitner, 
Sheppard, Sziarto, and Maringanti, 2007, pp. 1-2 cited in Hursh, 2009, p. X). 
Becoming a Self-Made Leader 
“I like being a leader. People look at me as a leader; somehow I don’t see it, because I try to 
focus on myself making sure I’m together, but people always ask me for help. Sometimes I like 
it.  Sometimes I don’t.” Alicia, 17 years old. 
 
 The subjectivities that enfold former traditional public school students uncoil as they step 
onto a chartered stage.  The identity of a “public school pupil” experiences a series of 
transformations that reveal the making of the student as a consumer of choices, the becoming of 
chartered experiential texts, and the denouncement of a static and homogenous public school 
system that further shapes the public’s conception of an unfixable crisis. 
 Students performing inside the walls of the charter school showed a passionate voice to 
define the similarities and differences between their former traditional public schools and the 
new stage they stand in the charter classroom.  Seemingly, there is clarity and conviction 
expressed to differentiate between and against both spaces.  The students voices travel through a 
well-delineated script that speak of opportunity and success found in their new-chartered 
classroom versus neglect and failure experienced in their neighborhood public schools.  
Collapsed in their enthusiasm for their new space, one can find the fictions and contradictions 
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that have been established to abandon the neighborhood public school.  The “opportunities” 
students refer to often come in the shape of a promise for moral discipline, the possibility for a 
college education, the transformation of a follower into a leader, or the making of an unpolished 
girl into a proper young lady. 
When asked to describe the similarities and differences between a charter and a regular 
public school, students voices perform a dislocated dance of highly complex rhetoric that assists 
in the transformation of a democratic subject into a subject that consumes unreservedly the 
possibility of a good education or, of a promise that a public school, charter or traditional, can 
guarantee the access and equity that every poor student of color struggles to attain in underserved 
geographies. 
Alicia enters and jumps optimistically in the middle of the stage and begins to feel.  
I think that a charter school has more to offer, I would say… that’s how I feel about 
charter schools: it’s smaller.  It’s a one-on-one thing.  Your teachers give you the attention that 
you need to move forward. That’s how I feel charter schools are. About similarities and 
differences [between regular public schools and charter schools]? I don’t think it’s that much 
different…this is the only charter school that I’ve ever studied in or known.  That’s how I feel a 
charter school should be: a different grading system, smaller size kids, teachers that give you 
individual attention. Instead of being in the public school, where they want you to succeed, but 
they just tell you the information, they don’t explain it to you. That’s how I feel sometimes of 
public schools: charter schools are more detailed to me, they help you, they sit there and they 
want to give you individual attention, while the public school teacher, they have a wide range of 
kids to teach so they are always, you know, “I’m just going to give you this.” 
As Alicia learns to differentiate between her new propitious location and the “wide range of 
kids” she has separated herself from, Drizzy appears and joins her.  They begin to step in a 
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similar rhythm as Drizzy spells the differences and similarities between her old neighborhood 
school and the charter school she now attends 
 
Okay, I have to say academically there is a difference. In my old school, okay let me start 
at the Girl’s Academy.  At the Girl’s Academy, they actually give you opportunities for 
everybody to, you know, if you don’t get something, come to Saturday school, academic 
workshop Tuesdays-Thursdays. At my old school, they wouldn’t give you the help unless you 
really needed it.  If you were getting A’s and B’s and you still lost? They didn’t care; they wasn’t 
doing these programs unless you had C’s and D’s and that’s how it was, unless you had a 
learning disability or something. So I have to say that learning experiences, we got more 
opportunities here. That would be the difference. That’s the only difference I would say, because, 
the food, the food! (Drizzy laughs hysterically enacting pain and disgust). We need to get out of 
this lunch man!  
Alicia stands still while Drizzy’s dance turns into herself, with a pensive stride deriving on her 
experience 
 
I would define a charter school to be more open than CPS schools. I say that the staff 
here, at this charter school, they negotiate a lot with you. Like in a regular school, you sit there 
period. [Here] they will give you the opportunity to, you know, testify yourself if you’re in 
trouble…then they would bring a couple of witnesses, it’s like court. But in a regular CPS 
school, they be like, “ah, ah, no. You’re suspended! You’re missing three weeks of school, we 
don’t care if you can’t make it up.” Here, we get, I say we get a little bit babied.  I think the 
mission of this charter school is supposed to, leave here and learning how to be a young woman 
and wanting to be something, wanting, wanting to go to college basically that’s the model, 
because it’s a prep school, and they prep you to go to college. The mission to me, you know, hey, 
I want to go to college, I want to be a young woman so why not come here? And stay here, and 
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appreciate the opportunities that are here, you know, to be a young woman and to fill the gap 
and to go to college. 
Na’kole’s voice in the background pauses the performance for a moment.  She troubles the 
educational mission of her charter school, of making a young “urban” girl invisible to turn her 
into a whitestream accepted lady, yet, reconciles her educational beliefs with school reform 
discourses of success over her cultural identity that would make the school homogeneous 
mission undesirable 
 
I questioned one of my teachers one day, we had like a small talk with my whole class, 
like a debate, and I said, “A lot of adults always say we should act like a lady, but how does a 
lady act? Everybody have their own opinion about how a lady should act. Should a lady always 
act with proper decorum, with her head held up high?  Or, with a lot of confidence? Or do a lady 
act as if herself? Because if somebody tells me I’m not acting like a lady if I’m acting like myself, 
then we can debate on it.  Because they can tell me, “a lady should act like this.”  And I’m like, 
“well, a lady should act like this.” So I always get confused when they explain it but I do 
understand both sides of the conversation of acting like a lady.  Acting like a lady is respecting 
yourself, which is what Girl Academy is trying to teach us: how to respect ourselves, how to 
have great confidence in ourselves.  Self-esteem level is high and how to deal with ourselves into 
becoming better as we get older, as we learn more things from the real world…I’ve learned 
proper decorum.  I’ve learned to sit up.  I’ve learned business language.  I’ve learned that if I go 
to a job interview, I’ve learned to leave the slang out and bring in my business language and be 
able to talk as if I am an adult.  
(I stand in silence with Na’Kole’s voice echoing through the stage and our (re)formed 
bodies.  I am faced with the painful realization that if Na’Kole was not an African American 
young girl from an impoverished South Side neighborhood, attending this charter school, she 
would not be placed in the reprehensible position of learning she is not acting as a proper lady 
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yet.  Her posture, her tongue, her language, and her practices have been targeted as 
inappropriate,infantile, problematic, in need of refinement.  I turn my gaze back to Drizzy.  I 
observe her wanting.  Her intention to begin a journey into higher education in the future, as a 
transformed young woman.  She believes this charter school is providing the tools to prepare her 
to open the doors to attend college and be accepted.  And unlike Brooks College Preparatory 
High School and Draco College Prep, both Chicago public preparatory selective high schools, 
The Girl Academy Charter School is not a college preparatory high school as many of the 
students attending believe, nor does it provide the girls with the infinite academic, cultural, 
social, and emotional resources the selective north side high schools provide to wealthier and 
sociocultural privileged students.  I stand in silence believing that both Alicia and Drizzy can 
attend college.  Alicia concurs with Drizzy and echoes her impressions in an exercise of public 
imagination. She imagines what her school experience would have been if she had attended a 
public high school.) 
Alicia imagines a public education in a public school 
 
I think it would have been just any good old normal high school, teachers, umh, I don’t 
know, it would have just been a regular school that, you know, you chat with your friends, 
teachers teach you this, you do the homework, and you do the same thing all over again.  Maybe 
some teachers would have been really concerned with what you want to do, but I think it would 
have been the same, you know, constant thing everyday. I know kids just love their friends in 
their school but I love my teachers and my friends. I think I just care, and sometimes I wonder 
why do I care, but I care that my teachers care about me to want to reach higher.  They are 
concerned with what I want to do. We try to push ourselves because we are seniors and we don’t 
want half our class to graduate. We don’t want that. We want the whole, entire senior class to 
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graduate because this school has set a high level for us to achieve and they give us so many 
opportunities with the grading system. It’s like, “if you fail this, then you just didn’t try hard 
enough.” 
(While she describes her experience, her voice and enthusiasm drop to a monotonous 
tone, slow, bordering on boredom, as if she was performing through her voice the hopelessness 
or uselessness of “good old regular public schools.” Alicia, Drizzy and later Estrella have 
learned to set themselves apart from the “possibilities” and “opportunities” of a charter high 
school from the mundane, bland, inanimate, dead end, regular public school that deserves to be 
emptied and forgotten.  Yet, she has spelled her reasons for having this version of what a public 
school is or (isn’t): caring people around her. She is aware that their small senior class can 
escape the CPS graduation statistic that children living in urban cities face.  Another thing that 
strikes me are the inner dialogues of contradiction that students express with themselves, with 
imagined others that are real people, part of their lives, their educational claims with themselves 
and society.  I turn to Drizzy to weave into her footwork and ask about her educational 
alternative.) 
CO: Do you know what public school you would have attended if you had not chosen this charter 
school? 
 
Shelby [Magnet High School]. Shelby is really, really, far away from me but it doesn’t 
mean I don’t want to go there…You need good grades [to be accepted].  I know I got accepted 
there to be a freshman. I wanted to transfer there for my freshman year, but my grandma made 
me come here. She was like, “No, no!  You’re going to stay at the Girl Academy. The boys is 
going to distract you!”  She was right. They were. 
(I cross the boundary between us in frustration.) 
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CO: Do you think so? Can boys actually distract you from attending a high school like Shelby 
Magnet? 
 
Yeah, I definitely think so. 
 
CO: What would happen if you had gone to a school with boys? Did you know there are boys in 
college? Unless you go to an all-girls college? 
 
(I feel I have crossed some sort of line. I couldn’t hide my frustration that she could have 
attended Shelby Magnet High School, an outstanding public school in the city, and didn’t 
because, “boys would distract her.” She could have had a better experience, a superior 
educational experience, I think, but how do we know for sure?  High test scores that currently 
showcase Shelby’s above average student body and superior faculty? Multiple academic awards 
earned by its students? Still, every time I hear the girls were accepted to attend a better public 
school “choice” academically and socially, I cannot help to feel frustrated and outraged:  There 
is a difference between an established public school versus a temporary charter improvisation.  
In addition, the parental pattern that favors an all girl charter (public) school, not for its alleged 
innovative curriculum in math and science subjects and the possibility of productive learning 
amongst girls, but rather, to support the gendered belief that girls can only act educationally and 
sexually responsible if separated from boys) 
No, I don’t want to go to an all-girls college! I think that’s going to be a weird experience 
because some of my friends have visited all-girls college and they say it’s not like the experience 
we have here.  
CO: What do you think your experience would have been at Shelby Magnet High School? 
 
I think it would have been challenging just like this school. I regret not having gone 
because Shelby’s name is on the map.  It’s a good school in Chicago.  It’s one of the top schools 
to go to, they got a good rep.  To come to the Girl’s Academy, we just being discovered on TV, 
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when we were discovered by Oprah, and she made one out in Africa, I think that was the only 
chance we got.  But as far as ACT and stuff, our scores are kind of low…My ACT’s were 
terrible…I was like, you know because the ACT is not about how smart you are, it’s all about 
your timing. And you know, I was like, “Wait! I didn’t get to finish that yet, can I come back and 
do it later? NO!” 
Estrella’s Performance as a Testimony of Educational Rupture and Loneliness: “I have a lot of 
things to say about everything.” 
 
Estrella walks into the space with a cautious pace, a combination of assertiveness and hesitation.  
Every step carries an unimaginable weight, weaving lived moments of persistent survival and 
unusual significant triumphs that do not occur often since she and her family started the journey 
into public schooling.  She knows too much and yet there are rare opportunities to concede her 
voice an occasion to speak of her lived journeys inside classrooms.  Estrella stands tall, recounts 
her journey, and turns my inquiry opaque with her light. 
CO: Do you know the mission of the charter school? 
 
The title pretty much says it all, “Girl Academy for Leaders Charter School.” [Charter] 
schools…make their own rules, schools that try to figure out what’s best for their students, don’t 
go by any CPS rules but you know, they are still CPS essentially.  
They try to do things the non-traditional way, but in a way that it would actually work out…Like 
they try to work things out that are not traditional because I think they are trying to figure out the 
different ways that students learn 
CO: Can you find any similarities between the old school and this charter school, in the ways 
both schools treat the students? 
 
Yeah, it’s a community.  It’s like a family. In my old school, I went to two different 
public schools, because I moved, and all three of them, including this one, since I was in 
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preschool, they all actually cared about the students…My old school was really big, we had two 
different buildings. Even though that was the case, teachers knew your name, they knew your 
family, they knew your life story and it’s the same case for here.  I’ve never really been in a big 
school where teachers’ don’t know who you are, or teachers to point you out, or call you up on 
your cell to say, “hey, you haven’t turned in your paper”… Like, if you got a bad grade, they all 
tried to figure out why. If you had a problem at home, they really cared for you as a student.  
Whereas, I’ve heard from other students that go to other schools, like, if you got an F or 
something that’s it, you’re done. Their teachers won’t even care. She’s just there for her money.  
And teachers here and in my other two schools, they actually have cared about you [me].  
They’ll stay after school if you [I] need it, to make sure that you [I] really get it.  I appreciate 
that, but then at some points I think, why would I…(struggling with herself to say this) I think 
I…how am I trying to say that…they kind of baby you because then, later, when you go away to 
college, your professors probably won’t give a crap about you, like, if you get it or not.  If you 
get it, good, y si no, pues whatever…But I feel like they are setting us up…not that they are 
setting us up for failure, but they are making us used to teachers that always care about what you 
are learning, if you are not interested in a class, they try to make it fun for you.  From what I’ve 
heard, colleges are not even like that.  It really depends if you get lucky and your professor likes 
you and even knows your name.  
Alicia closes the circle, imagining her future in her neighborhood public school 
 
I don’t think I would have had all the things…I don’t think I would have been to all the places 
I’ve been. 
CO: Why? 
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Because there’s lack of money. Umh, maybe it’s just because there’s lack of money. You can’t 
give every student the same, you probably can’t give the students the same amount or the student 
who doesn’t really want to be involved… 
CO: Let’s say everyone wants to be involved and have all the opportunities you’ve had in the 
school you wanted to attend, shouldn’t there be money for all of them? 
 
There should be, if everyone had the same aspirations as me, it would be a good public high 
school. Everybody in the school wants to reach higher, then the teachers are probably…They 
have a different mindset, like, “okay, these students want to reach higher, so I’m gonna make 
them reach even higher.” You know, to try to push ourselves. Like our teachers here set a really 
high level for us to try and try, and try to get over that. 
(The component of “trying hard enough,” “pushing” to a limitless point, of faulting 
yourself for not having more discipline is another important discourse that comes across the 
students: someone benevolent gave you educational opportunities regardless of your 
background, if you fail it’s on you.  But these opportunities are presented under the assumption 
that everyone can accept them, recognize them, and negotiate through them, and ultimately, 
benefit from them.  All one has to do is take this chance and be successful.  If you are not, then 
your demise is your own doing.  Distressing the discourse of motivational deficit further is the 
belief that some students deserve a superior education more than others: economic and social 
resources are scarce and only the ‘brightest,’ the well behaved, shall have access to a privileged 
educational experience.  This points to the making of the self-made subject, fragmented from its 
educational community.) 
Birthing landscapes of educational hope 
As “neoliberal drivers” (Hill, 2009, p. 2) in the form of private foundations, 
entrepreneurial philanthropists, business leaders, think thanks, and ideological discourses 
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continue to dominate education reform policies, urban underserved communities will see a 
persistent assault on equitable and democratic public education.  The current privatization of 
public education as a result of neoliberal reform ideologies can already be experienced as it 
“affect[s] equality, equal opportunities and access to quality schooling and high quality 
education, social class, race ethnic/linguistic groups, gender, urban differentiation, democracy, 
democratic control, critical thinking and the rights/pay and working conditions of education 
workers” (ibid.).  The deregulated scattering and spread of charter (public) school campuses 
through the poorest and segregated Chicago neighborhoods cannot resolve the educational needs 
and injustices that prevail.  Policy makers continue to exclude and silence, “a multifaceted vision 
of school reform that requires both those outside and within school walls to work collectively 
and proactively to confront issues of school inequality” (Hall and Parker, 2007, p. 143).  This 
could take on a multilayered and inclusive critical dialogue among the performers that comprise 
vulnerable school communities.  Above all, public schools and their surrounding communities 
should have the opportunity to enact school reforms that are multiple, embodying acts of 
transformative and restorative social justice for all parents, students, and teachers.  School 
reforms that conceive and contest: 
“…why we school; what goes on at school; how schools are structured, governed, 
and administered; and how to conceive of the learner and the learning process. It 
connects what gets taught, changing how it gets taught, the role the teacher plays 
in the schooling process, the relationship between a given school, the families 
served, and the surrounding community.  It connotes changes in the 
organizational culture of the schooling process (Boykin, 2000, cited in Hall and 
Parker, 2007, p. 141). 
 
Ultimately, the new (public) charter school, a privatized space that excludes and markets 
public education at the expense of a fictional public good, cannot sustain an educational 
transformation that brings equity and equality to marginalized neighborhoods in Chicago as long 
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as its realization depends on a mythical social geography that does not address and change 
decades of racial/ethnic segregation, uneven economic development, social disinvestment, and 
the erasure of democratic participation among the school performers. 
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CHAPTER 4 
 
THE PERFORMANCE OF CLASS, RACE, AND GENDER IN SCHOOL REFORM:  
LOCATING CHICAGO (PUBLIC) CHARTER SCHOOLS THROUGH EMBODIED 
NARRATIVES  
 
Three performative “lessons” locate the current complexities of what the “public” is 
within the incarnation of Chicago’s public education (i.e. school district budget fraud, racialized 
demographics, segregated school infrastructure, poverty/wealth outside classrooms and across 
neighborhoods, achievement gaps, private donors and school reform philanthropists) and the 
current racist, sexist/gendered, classist performances that invade and shape the public sphere.  
Troubling charter (public) schooling and the discourses attached to it through these three 
locations (race, class, and gender) gives way to the creation of a metaphorical and literal map of 
narratives and histories experienced by the participants (students, teachers, school leaders), the 
researcher, and the larger “public classroom.”  These maps allow the reader to understand how 
the establishment of charter (public) schools, as a tool of neoliberalized school reform, augment 
the disparities disadvantaged communities have and continue to endure in marginality.  Placing 
my research within the charter school that has offered the lessons to exemplify, embody, and 
challenge the transformation and erasure of public education in Chicago, I further explore the 
questions driving this research as well as recount the themes that emerged from the ethnographic 
narratives.   
Three pedagogical autoethnographic performances will voice the lessons that remember 
the erasures in everyday educational practices that affect public citizens and marginalized 
communities as well as allow me, as the researcher, to embed my memories as a participant.  
These everyday life performances not included in public school reform rhetoric enacted by city 
and national reformers (i.e. private investors, philanthropists, business leaders, political figures) 
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will come anew through the testimonios that emerged from the embodied experiences of the 
participants as they navigate the discourses sustaining urban school reform.  Verity’s brilliant 
reflection below, on the motivation(s) for school reform in the inner city, weaves the exacerbated 
(re)locations of race, class, and gender in relation to the restructuring of Chicago’s economy and 
the transformation of its sociocultural milieu.  Within each line, Verity sheds light on the 
pathological public discourses, via mass media representations and governing entities enacting 
policy reforms to rectify social behaviors among poor communities of color: the failure of 
personal responsibility, the exhibits of those that embrace a culture of poverty, breakdown of 
family values, demonized neighborhoods, racialized families inheriting sociocultural deficits to 
their children, uneducable and undisciplined youth, and crime ridden communities that must be 
policed and demolished.  In the end of her reflection, in which she acknowledges her 
participation in public school reform as a teacher in a charter school, she embraces the growing 
discontent within a larger landscape: the resistance and preservation by marginalized 
communities that have witnessed the erasure of justice and progress, not only in their targeted 
school classrooms, but across socioeconomic and cultural spaces that include employment, 
health care, housing, political agency, environmental and nourishing shelters.  
-the (inner)city (re)forms- 
I really need to think about this whole idea of reform, 
What that really means. 
I think we have certain notions, 
But what does it really mean? 
And how much time is it going to take? 
And what’s the outcome going to be? 
So much plays into that. 
Because I think about reform and I think about, 
 
What kind of people are you trying to bring in this area? 
 
You’ve been trying to “handle” Humboldt Park for forever, 
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And I feel like it’s not turning over as quickly as some people would like. 
That’s prevalent here in Bronzeville. 
There is talk of Englewood, “let’s build these things” and, 
“Let’s change Pilsen,” where you see them fighting back. 
No! 
We like our community as it is! 
You are trying to take away our 
Hearts 
and 
Souls. 
 
(Verity, College Counselor) 
 
Lesson 1. Chicago Performs Class/Room Reform: Streets, Neighborhoods, and the World-
Class City 
 
Malinche Speaks—Por la 18: For Some of Us, All Streets are 18th Street 
 
How long does it take to arrive to Chicago’s 18th Street?  It depends on your mode of 
transportation and your baggage. Jumping from bus to bus, leaving your familiar surroundings 
behind (1,500 miles behind, very, very far) and if you are fortunate, you get to carry a US birth 
certificate, three to four days. It is a lonely trip, recalling how you empty your childhood house 
and make it fit in your traveling bags and buying that one way ticket, which makes your bags and 
your sorrow all the more painful.  The palms of your hands ache along with your heart while you 
carry your bags and descend from that Greyhound bus that drops me off near Harrison and 
Halsted.   
To arrive to my neighborhood high school, it takes my entire childhood to be locked in 
the French oriented grid that bounds the city of Chicago.  Picture a simple perimeter profoundly 
lined with classed, gendered, and racialized historical complexities:  1800th  south, 1600th West, 
18th street and Ashland, paired by Cermak Road and Hoyne. And there you have the square 
divided by rows of houses and streets that no one outside this place wants to inhabit. Those of us 
who are born here, and grow up here, and take refuge here, rarely get to venture out.  The rest of 
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the city is off-limits, an invisible fence that both protects us and hurts us.  “In the shadows, 
people get killed. People come and buy drugs in the dark. When night falls, stay inside.”  This is 
what I hear about the people I will live with from those who are absent and refuse to live down 
the street and attend my neighborhood urban high school.  We are all dim-brown to match the 
stories of hopelessness I witness on TV.  This is who we are, those like me that just arrived, 
instantly becoming the embodied versions of racist and oppressive criminalized tales recollected 
and (im)planted in pockets inside cities reserved to girls like me that have to walk to school in 
the premature darkness of fall season and the early winter mornings looking behind my back, 
fearing my own kind. 
Until one day I fear no more. Until one day those tales become translucent and I see right 
through them.  As I cross the main entrance of my high school I am forced to line up by police 
officers who forgot to greet us good morning and ask me to empty my school bag as my body is 
unexpectedly fondled with a detector wand that removes my morning dignity, and my mother’s 
self-respect, and my grandmother’s spirituality, and all of my classmates innocence.  I am asked 
to stand under a metal detector frame that pierces my entire body and fills it with a sense of 
shame I should not bear.  Nor the girl behind me, or the boy in front of me. None of us. None of 
us inside this school and outside this school.  Then, all the tales rush through my brain and shake 
the lies off my heart.   
“I wouldn’t enroll my daughter in that school.  All the girls end up pregnant there and sometimes 
they even have abortions in the washrooms.” 
“Once you are in there, they will force you to be a gang member. Otherwise they will kill you 
right there and then.  I have heard they can kill you right outside the school.” 
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“Carmen, if you want you can move to the suburbs with us.  My husband says he would let you 
stay the four years.  You are not going to learn anything if you stay here.” 
“That high school is just a bad school. It’s scary. Probably one of the worst.” 
As I collect my belongings and my marked body, and the officer sighs with relief for I 
didn’t carry a gun, or a knife, or drugs, my shame becomes silent anger.  I observe the faces of 
those waiting to be searched and we have to accept an imposed criminality in our bodies and 
spirits. Speaking up will lead me to trouble.  But I wish I was a badass wannabe and tell those 
that drop by to confirm their suspicions:  “Now I know you are violating me.  I know you are 
lying.” 
Erasing bodies  
For many of us, that night was the first time we had ventured so far outside of our streets.  
Our high school graduation was programmed to take place at the McCormick Place on the south 
loop of Chicago, very far from our familiar streets. Of course, that South Loop of the summer of 
1993 didn’t bear any resemblance to the showcase of neoliberal architectural consumption it has 
become today.  The sudden rediscovery of glamour and desire in the once feared and abandoned 
urban city has engulfed Chicago’s poorest neighborhoods. While my father drove his gray family 
van, we witnessed the abandonment of the unfamiliar landscape and the people living in it: 
another brown color-fenced community like the Pilsen Mexican neighborhood we were coming 
from. Lining Martin Luther King Drive or south State Street, we couldn’t imagine the racialized 
transformation and erasure that fifteen years could make on land that is now worth millions of 
dollars, free of its former undesirable residents and their residential projects.  After briefly 
touring the south side accidentally, my family was able to arrive to the convention center. As we 
walked into the auditorium, I was struck with the golden colored gowns shining with fulfillment, 
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which couldn’t hide my classmates wearing their families’ pride.  In a rare show of solidarity not 
witnessed during my high school years, I experienced the intensity caused by that exceptional 
fusion of ecstatic parents, pleased teachers, and accomplished students.  As I found my seat, I 
wondered what would our high school experience have been like have we had this same 
sentiment of celebration, of magnificence, of communion toward school, our community and 
each other.  Was this celebration four years too late?  
 Entering the Chicago educational system in an ethnically segregated high school was the 
equivalent of a very sad, rainy, wretched endless day.  A Macondo-like world, where no one 
wrote a letter of hope, where a rain of indifference from society would pour down day and night, 
and solitude seemed to fill and multiply itself in the hearts of youth.  Overcrowded, depleted, 
enclosed, isolated, Benito Juarez High School was a world away from the caring public schools I 
had attended in México.  My high school graduation day was a bittersweet time. Young women 
and men, Spanish speakers, English speakers, speakers of both and many other forms of living 
walked onto the stage to receive a high school diploma that testified not simply our academic 
achievement, but more remarkably, our survival. For everyone of me, brown me, girl me, boy 
me, gay me, immigrant me, disabled me, underprivileged me, more than two of us were missing 
this celebration. From a graduating class comprised of over 1000 Mexican and Mexican-
American students that started together in their fresh(wo)men year, only three hundred of us 
testified a revealing accomplishment. I celebrated survival knowing that two-thirds of my class 
had been framed by the miseducation offered by a viciously unequal school system taking place 
within and across the poor and segregated 18th Street neighborhoods of Chicago. 
Embodying Class, Commuting Poverty 
“One time this bus driver asked us, what school do you all go to? We say, ‘Girl Academy for 
Leaders Charter School!’ They’re like, ‘What? Where?’ because the back of the building, you 
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can’t see where it is.  We’s like, ‘Okay, the school is right there you know! We take this route 
right here.’ And he’s like, ‘We know you all go somewhere, but where do you all go? You all 
disappear!’” Alicia, Senior Student 
 
The economic and social transformations Chicago has undertaken to emerge as a global 
city, namely, “the privatization of public services, the growth of low-wage and casual 
employment, unemployment, urban poverty, and racial and social polarization,” as well as the 
disappearance of a manufacturing industry economy for the rise of “service-based and 
information technology economies” (Demissie, 2006, p. 19), has given way to the redevelopment 
and gentrification of the inner city to accommodate the new city dwellers, “well-educated, 
younger and upwardly mobile urban [white] professionals” (Suchar, 2006, p. 59).  New 
neighborhoods have emerged in the redevelopment of the city with “a significant amount of new 
construction, building renovation and refitting, and a massive amount of functional 
transformation of formerly commercial and industrial property” (ibid., p. 60).  A clear example 
of this is the redevelopment of the “South Loop,” where old railways and abandoned industrial 
buildings gave way to real estate property aimed to attract and embrace an influx of middle and 
upper middle class families that could “afford the half-million dollar minimum starting sale 
prices” for modern condominiums and row houses replicas” (ibid., p. 61). 
Girl Academy for Leaders Charter School stands between the wealth and redevelopment 
of the South Loop and the “rebirth” of its bordering neighborhood, Bronzeville, the home to 
generations of African Americans migrating from the South between 1840 and 1920 forming, “a 
community created by racial discrimination… devastated by both urban renewal and urban 
disinvestment trends” (Bennett, 2006, p. 213).  Girl Academy’s geographic position is not 
accidental.  Sophie, Girl Academy’s special education teacher shares her beliefs as to why this 
school was chosen to be placed between these two contentious geographies: 
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I don’t know why. It’s centrally located? I think it’s a nice location. I just wish we 
had a bigger building. I like it because you got Bridgeport there, you got 
Chinatown, you got Bronzeville, you know? You got the Downtown area, so you 
should be able to get a nice population.  This used to be all projects around here, I 
think…so the land was probably really cheap.  Initially, I think the projects were 
right across the street where the lock is. This used to be like, a not so nice 
neighborhood, so it’s going through gentrification, it wasn’t always so nice over 
here…from my understanding the building wasn’t very expensive to rent it 
…From my understanding they say that the rent is $1 a year, they got some kind 
of deal.  
 
 The former public school building that houses the new charter school once stood as a 
neighborhood school that served the residential housing projects of a Bronzeville community that 
no longer exists.  The displacement of its residents due to controversial citywide public housing 
reform and the emptying of its community school (the victim of a school-closure rounds 
cascading from accountability measures and low test scores), gave way to the Girl Academy 
Charter (public) school to occupy a ready-to-move physical and cultural structural space.  This 
movement represents the redefinition of the identity of public education in inner cities, the 
localized neighborhood facing the forces of gentrification, the participation of low income 
students crossing multiple boundaries, the inability to serve proximal communities of 
underprivileged populations that have been forced to move out, and the erasure of an 
undetectable physical past.  Humanities teacher Dominique, who witnessed the opening of Girl 
Academy Charter twelve years ago, and has participated actively in the sustainment of its 
academic curriculum, school mission, and teachers’ professional growth, remembers the motives 
for establishing a charter (public) school in this geographic intersection: 
Central locale, remember? The original reason why we were over by IIT8? One, 
because they had that space.  Two, central location, so we could meet the needs of 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
8 IIT, The Illinois Institute of Technology, served as the original locale where Girl Academy Charter opened its doors in 1999.  
The charter school’s board believed the technology-science focus of this post-secondary institution campus was an ideal location 
to promote the school’s mission to impart a math, science, and technology curriculum, along with the physical and cultural 
exposure of what life in college could be for the “urban girl” attending and eventually graduating from this charter school.  Four 
years later, Girl Academy faced logistical challenges with the campus, and IIT did not renew a lease for the building that housed 
the charter school.  This prompted the move to the edge of Bronzeville, bordering the South Loop area. 
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the folks living around there, back when people were living around there. And 
again, I don’t think Girl’s Academy accelerated the destruction of Stateway and 
the rest [of the public housing projects]. That has been in the agenda for quite 
some time in the city, before they started approving charter schools.  So in that 
regard, I don’t think we facilitated or accelerated for the gentrification in that 
area. If anything, IIT did.  The purpose of us being there was for Stateway, 
Garden, Ida B., Harriet and Ickes’ [girls to attend this charter school], and to the 
left was the ‘L’-line [the elevated Green-Line public transit train route to Cottage 
Grove] for other folks from the North side or South side could go too.  I think we 
moved over here because it was the only spot that was open, and the proximity to 
where we originally were. But, we lost the base of our students because we 
weren’t by the ‘L’-line anymore. 
 
Although Girl Academy Charter did not propitiate the demolition of several public housing 
projects, as Dominique appropriately notes, there is a troubling irony in the emergence of the 
school and the immediate demolition of the disinvested communities the charter school is 
assumed to serve.  The charter school originally opened its doors in order to serve “urban girls” 
attending failing public schools, as well as to, as Sophie noted, “get a nice population” coming 
from surrounding public housing projects, and attract the ‘diversity’ coming from ethnically 
contained neighborhoods around the school.  This intent is reversed when one witnesses the loss 
of what Dominique defines as, “the base of our students,” when low income families are forced 
to vacate Bronzeville and its immediate communities.   
Thus, upon closer consideration, the opening of Girl Academy for Leaders Charter 
School symbolizes an efficiency-cheaper-attractive model that replaces “failing” underinvested 
public schools in a poor African American inner city neighborhood that currently undergoes the 
effects of “hyperghettoization” caused by the rising extreme levels of “joblessness and economic 
exclusion…rigid racial segregation and state abandonment” (Wacquant, 2008, p. 93, 94).  Its 
opening enacts the power of erasure of Black and Latino families as it witnesses the destruction 
of crumbling public housing (Pennick and Stanback, 2006) and immigrant-haven spaces, to open 
the borders of the “urban frontier” (Smith, 1996) via gentrifying anchors for real state developers 
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that further polarizes poor and racialized neighborhoods (Lipman, 2006, p. 253).  It is the 
enactment of high-stakes testing as a measure of accountability and punishment in Chicago 
public schools and the desirable intervention of business models by private entities opening new 
(public) schools in up and coming neighborhoods9 to solve the problems of educational failure 
and apathy attributed to youth of color.   
Paying $1 a year to Chicago Public Schools for the rental of a “closed” public school 
building in the Bronzeville neighborhood, the school board of the Girl Academy for Leaders 
Charter reinforces school reform rhetoric that attributes success in specialized innovative 
marketed curriculum (i.e. math and science for newly formed female leaders), acts as a magnet 
“to persuade middle class and upper-class families to settle in the city” (Longworth and Burns 
1999, p. A14 cited in Lipman, 2006, p 253), and functions as a provider for an allegedly needed 
qualified pool of workers in the new service-information economy.   
In a public school system that produces a dropout rate of 40 percent of its mostly low-
income students, both teachers and students attending this charter (public) school are eager and 
desperately seeking ways to escape the cycle of erasure and poverty that comes with these 
educational figures.  However, despite the annual fundraisers from wealthy donors to support 
inner city girls to attend a public “all girl school experience” in the enviable school location 
neighboring the city center, without the private school tuition tag, Girl Academy Charter not only 
amplifies the inability of charter schools to transmit “innovative” curriculum practices to 
struggling neighborhood schools (assumed to improve by the presence of charter schools in the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9 As Lipman (2006) demonstrates, “the intersections of Chicago Public Schools policies and the interests of 
developers is apparent in the location of four new college prep magnet high schools located in or near upper income 
or gentrifying neighborhoods.”  They are “spacious, state-of-art new or renovated building, costing from $33 to $50 
million each and in neighborhoods where median home prices are eight to ten times those of two magnets in far 
South and West Side neighborhoods” (p. 253). 
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same neighborhood), it also augments the presence of growing socioeconomic inequalities 
among its students.  As Paige and Knowles (2009) note: 
“Indeed, charters often come to exist in splendid isolation from their districts, in a 
kind of parallel universe, with those on either side of the gulf knowing little about 
what is happening on the other side. The communications issues are too often 
aggravated by the missionary attitudes of some charter operators, which even 
good people in traditional systems can find off-putting. Reformers can come to 
see themselves as saviors of those living in poverty, with no need to work in 
partnership with them” (p. 232). 
 
When the issue of educational practices and reform initiatives charter schools could offer 
their failing public school counterparts within their periphery, Madeline’s experience as an 
educator of both school systems opens an insightful view of what really occurs behind the 
discourse: the inability of collaboration among these differentiated schools to ensure success to 
all students living in the inner city:  
It’s like an island of reform. I’m saying, are we reforming the city? Do charters 
(reform) internally? Yeah it’s an example of reform. But the impact, as in a 
network? Are we a model of reform that Concord Public School can draw from? 
That’s in no way, shape or form going on. You would think that if a charter 
school is the main vehicle or conduit for reforming the city, then, you would have 
influence on the schools closer to you…I don’t think there is any infrastructure 
for that as far as I know…we are not reforming the system in terms of being 
leaders of reform. We don’t call the shots on anything! 
 
As charter schools redefine city neighborhood lines and widen boundaries for privatized 
public schools to reform poor bodies to fit in the restructuring of the global city, low-income 
students attending these schools have to endure the burden of personal objectification and 
educational commodification.  Sophie’s reflections on the unequal economic power dynamics 
that involve poor students’ education vis-à-vis Chicago’s selective concentration of wealth, 
uncritical treatment of socioeconomic histories, and its tiered public school system (Bancroft, 
2009), serve as a reminder of the futility of urban school reform as it impacts the life of 
disadvantaged children with appalling results:  
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As long as the funding [of public schooling] is connected to the taxes. I mean, 
Lincoln Park, and Evanston and Gold Coast, they are all going to continue to do 
well because their communities have more money.  It’s a real shame. We 
shouldn’t have our kids reading from books printed in 1976. Classrooms in 
schools don’t have computers. It’s even worse now, because they have closed 
down so many Chicago public schools. Kids were attending their neighborhood 
schools, and now, you gotta mix them up. You have all this gang violence 
because you are placing all these kids in these schools that don’t mix well. They 
are not acknowledging these cultural differences and they need to. Even though 
we have our discipline problems, it’s nothing like the problems occurring in other 
schools.   
 
The bodies of predominantly poor African American and Latina/o students traverse 
deeply segregated and economically polarized territories when they attend citywide charter 
schools, some of these terrains already under erasure, others facing the steady transformation of 
socioeconomic and cultural displacements.   These bodies, targeted by punitive test scores that 
regulate and isolate students in racialized and poor neighborhood schools, courageously travel 
the segregated city in search of educational equity.  Charter school students become at once, the 
showcase for wealthy donors sponsoring charter school boards to help disempowered actors to 
become well-behaved leaders, as well as, the traveling displays of the new socioeconomic 
restructuring that exacerbates decade-old cycles of poverty in a structurally racialized city.  As 
public school students learn to labor through the new global city, charter school advocates and 
policy makers instituting school choice as the sole possibility to access educational opportunities, 
place an unimaginable taxing responsibility on low-income students.  The commutes that carry 
low-income children through the streets of Chicago add to the economic, psychological, and 
social pressures these students have to bear in order to reach the doors of their new (public) 
charter school. Estrella, Drizzy, and Alicia testify to this sacrifice. 
Estrella’s Crossings:  20 different stories to get to school 
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I go through a lot, I could tell 20 different stories. Well, I get up, get ready to school.  I take the 
Ashland bus on 43rd .  If it’s an Express even better, all the way to Cermak.  I would get here 
earlier.  I get up at whatever time I wake up. I’m supposed to be here at 8:30, right? I could either 
take the Orange Line to Roosevelt and from Roosevelt…Well I can catch the train a street after 
Archer, or, I can take the 21 bus all the way to Cermak and get off at Mercy and walk. Or I can 
walk over to the 47th , take the 47th bus to the Red Line and it’s a lot.  I can think of 20 different 
ways to get to school.  I hate it. It was the reason why I wanted to transfer to my neighborhood 
high school for the fact that I could just walk there.  I know tardiness would never be an issue. 
(The ordeal of transferring in the middle of the year in her Senior high school year could 
be counterproductive.  She’s currently struggling academically, making up credits to be a full 
Senior student.  If she were to transfer to a neighborhood school now, she would probably have 
to stay another year to meet credit requirements, whereas here, she could probably graduate this 
year through their performance-based system.  However, her severe tardiness’ records portray 
her among her teachers as a student who is not serious about school success, throwing away the 
opportunities offered by the school to be a leader in her cohort, and just working harder to get 
up earlier and cover the incredible distances to get to school on time despite the financial 
investment she incurs and the number of trains and buses, already facing cuts in their routes and 
schedules, that it requires to do so.) 
CO: What do you see through all the routes you take? 
 
I see different neighborhoods.  I usually take up Cermak, get off on Ashland and go through 
Bridgeport.  Get off on Pilsen outside of Juarez [High School]. Cool. Then I pass by Chinatown. 
Cool. Then I get to Bronzeville, that’s usually the route I take. I pass five neighborhoods and 
they are very different. Chicago is really segregated for one thing.  I don’t think that’s a bad 
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thing.  I’m actually “pro-that” because I believe people should live with people that are like them 
because that’s usually in their comfort zone. So I’m like, ‘Oh, Chicago is so racist!’ But, I don’t 
look at it like that! It’s pretty cool because if I get off in Pilsen I know I’m going to see a couple 
of murals and the graffiti I actually enjoy. The types of food vendors or eat in the small 
restaurants there. Or you could go to Bridgeport and go to Ricobene’s and hang out there, or go 
to Chinatown and get some Chinese food…It’s pretty cool. Or you could stay here in Bronzeville 
and even eat at Mercy (hospital) or you could go down on State Street go to Downtown, it is 
right next door. I’m always downtown. On Randolph and Wabash. 
 (What appears to be an uncomfortable nod of approval for racial and economic 
segregation in the eyes of Estrella, a subject living in a poor and ethnically contained 
neighborhood herself, is in fact, a painful internalization of what Wacquant (2008) refers to 
“advanced marginality.”  As she travels across the city attempting to redeem her lottery winning 
seat for a “choice” to quality education, her new school of choice, its board members, and the 
policies that sustain it, are reinforcing the structural “repressive solution to criminalize poverty 
via the punitive containment of the poor in the increasingly isolated and stigmatized 
neighborhoods in which they are confined” (p. 276, 277).  The structural disinvestment in her 
neighborhood public school, the rhetoric of failure attributed to those type of schools, students, 
and their teachers, and the belief that her new charter (public) school will help her escape the 
collapse of her neighborhood school, (re)produce a deteriorating internal sociocultural cycle. 
Estrella’s poverty, as a commodity, is needed to justify the existence of this charter school, only 
to be (re)turned to the confines of her impoverished margins as her commuting body and 
memory attempt to escape what is prompted to be unchallenged and accepted)  
Drizzy’s Territory: Half of us are not even from over here   
 112 
Well, my commute has definitely changed. I used to catch CTA and it was uncomfortable 
because you have to share your commute with a few students during school. You had the Lewis’ 
kids, Phoenix’s, Concord’s.  And then there is us.  And don’t none of us get along because we all 
clash in their own community. And you know, it’s territorial problems with the girls. Personally, 
we’re not territorial because half of us are not even from over here. Half of us are from the East 
side, you know, the 100ths, so we don’t care what goes on over here.  It’s just the fact that we go 
to school over here, and we got to fight with them during the commute and now is always 
uncomfortable, to me, because I don’t even like the bus, period.  
CO: When riding the bus, why do you think other public school students see you as if you don’t 
belong in this territory?  
 
This isn’t my territory. Because all the kids that should defend their territory are those kids that 
are actually from here. Like, I have to say that everybody in Bronzeville that goes to school here, 
are from the same side of town as I am, same side of town as my best friends living in the 
100ths, and all this other stuff. Because there is a lot of girls that go to Concord, I see them 
walking around my house. Personally the kids who live in the low end, you know the 30th’s and 
the 40th’s, defend their territory. These are girls I’ve never seen before.  You see them and they 
get attitudes.  They go, ‘What you lookin’ at? Oh! That girl goes to that girl’s school. Ah! she 
must be gay!’ And all this other stuff. They walking around asking:  
‘You go to that girl school?’ 
 ‘Yeah’ 
 ‘You gay? 
‘What business is that of yours?’ 
 
CO: So, as a student, what does defending the territory mean?  
It’s the alpha female. Say that you’re from 35th and I’m from 47th, and you come to 47th but 
you’re from 35th and I’m like, ‘what are you doing over here? Get out of my territory!’ So I’m 
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defending my territory, I’m scaring you off, I’m basically keepin’ it close-minded…Okay, the 
girl would have to have a problem with you in the first place. Like she probably don’t like the 
way you look, or she might think you’re ‘bourgee’ [bourgeois] because you’re sitting there and 
you’re quiet and they’re all in the back of the bus, loud.  And you just happen to look back at 
them and think, ‘man, they are loud.’ They’ll be like, ‘what ya lookin’ at? You know, this is 47th 
all day!’ Oh, that’s nice. My commute is one hour and a half and I have to take two buses of 
this…sheesh. 
(Drizzy’s experience demonstrates one of the most salient, and continuously ignored, 
consequences of a neoliberalized driven urban school reform: the fracturing confrontation of 
economically starved communities in the process of housing and educational (dis)placement.  
The daily trajectory that Drizzy (un)covers, from the 100th‘s southern blocks to the 26th block 
northward at the edge of Bronzeville, demonstrates her unwavering commitment to educational 
success despite the challenges and subjectivities she has to bear.  Yet, she has been failed twice 
by school reform discourses.  First, under the era of school choice as a preferred method of 
public school improvement, she is forced to invest and risk her personal safety and financial 
(in)security as she performs her daily ‘chosen’ commute.  Secondly, Drizzy, ‘the half of us who 
are not even from over here,’ and the other half that are, meeting for the first time in a ruptured 
geographic and sociocultural space of marginalized communities, embody the consequences of a 
structural public school system that fails, punishes, and fractures poor students of color and the 
potential communities of alliance that would nourish their educational experiences. As a result, 
Drizzy, as well as her classmates, encounters herself as a subject that does not belong to any 
given community-territory, having already lost the possibility to be a community participant in 
her own neighborhood through her neighborhood school.  The charter school is a place she 
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attends but does not belong within as a communal space.  There is not one territory to defend. 
Also, the other half that exists within the neighborhood and against her charter school, perform 
the stigmatized discourse of failure as they are removed from public schools that did not meet 
standardized performance progress, transferred once their former schools are closed, and 
reconstituted into financially struggling school buildings and eroding neighborhoods. These are 
contested and valuable spaces that the ‘other half’ that belong do not want to lose.) 
Alicia’s Membership: We have to ride this bus together 
 
My bus makes a turn on 35th and Cottage Grove.  Goes straight down and makes a turn right 
there on 35th and King Drive, and then King Drive all the way down to 26th.  I get off the bus, 
walk to school. I walk past the new buildings they built like right next to us and I’m here in 
school.  It’s not that long…I could walk but I don’t feel like it. Looks like there are about 10 
blocks, I don’t know. It’s quite a distance. It would be a nice exercise in the morning but I think 
is because of the people that are in the neighborhood, you know…they come after young girls, 
they follow you in the streets and I don’t want to be in that type of predicament. It’s just faster to 
get to school by bus, you know, it’s just a lot of little things that can make you not to want to 
walk.  I see the same thing every morning…girls walking to school.  Most of the [public] schools 
are in a close range, you know.  Phoenix at 35th, Concord is right there…You know, they’re very 
close, but people are walking to school, making sure they’re getting to work.  
CO: Do you ride the bus with other students that go to other schools? 
Yes, in the morning a lot of Concord kids get on the bus.  It’s not a very…I got used to them in 
the bus.  I was like, ‘all these kids are on this bus.  Oh my God!  Help me.’  I just get over it 
because I know that if a whole bunch of us was on their bus, they would be mad too.  So I don’t 
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complain about it because we are on the bus together.  We have to ride this bus together. You 
can’t walk an hour and not take the bus. I won’t walk an hour! So we just have to deal with it.  
(Alicia, like Drizzy and Estrella, rides public transportation as a (de)territorialized 
subject: as a low-income young woman of color attending a charter (public) school outside her 
neighborhood.  In Alicia’s case, her words offer us a glance of her rupture with her community, 
the youth that inhabit it, and those public school students that surround her in her daily 
commute. She believes this is her bus route to her school of choice, and she believes she has the 
choice to ride past the public high schools she opted not to attend, as well as differentiate herself 
from those students that attend them. Despite this, Alicia also recognizes the politics of space she 
and her counterparts have to navigate as they attempt to find a path to educational equity; she 
claims this bus route as hers, but she also understands that if she were riding Concord High 
School’s bus (into their public school territory), they would have the right to reclaim their 
sociocultural space and their community.  As she describes her commuting performance, I notice 
that Alicia’s and her classmates’ dynamics with space and territory redefine the value and 
subjectivity of the student according to the school they attend, removing a larger place for 
sociocultural belonging, i.e. the community, the neighborhood, and the public school.  In other 
words, the persistent use of the public school’s name as a reference that defines ‘all these kids’ 
in the bus, reduces them to the status of the school according to a measured reputation, erasing 
all possibilities of collaboration and coalition among them.  Thus, Concord’s high school 
socioeconomic status transforms its students into “Concord’s kids”, or Phoenix’s public school 
test scores become “Phoenix’s kids.”  Alicia understands her schooling experience as, “I am the 
school, and the school is me.”  What impact does this notion have in students’ participation in 
school curriculum, in their identities as students living in the inner city if their schools were 
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treated and portrayed in justice, in equity, always in transformation? How does this increase the 
students’ efforts to feel part of something abstractly larger (like an equitable public school 
system), but simultaneously feel part of something more palpable (like their existence inside a 
school community, a safe and thriving neighborhood)?  If underserved communities could steer 
the direction of their schools, could this notion of belonging, “I am the school, and the school is 
me,” bring a closer, relevant, intimate, and proud sense of being educated in order to reinforce a 
collective identity? On the other hand, can we capture and reverse the sociocultural damage that 
occurs in students identities when a school closes down, when it’s restructured? What does that 
do to the identity and sense of self?  Alicia suggests that she and her bus companions “have to 
deal with it”: with the imagined status that students experience when tiers of underfunded and 
privatized schooling further fracture marginalized neighborhoods. However, Alicia also offers a 
glimpse of hopeful contestation when she declares “we have to ride this bus together”: the 
socioeconomic invisibility that charter (public) schools seek to promote as their students walk 
away from their persecuted neighborhood public schools to commute from the margins into the 
center can be overcome by a collective sense of membership. Of territories that reclaim their 
public schools and the streets that unite them.)  
Lesson 2. Chicago Performs Race (to the Top): A Renaissance of Contradictions, 
Concerned Private Investors, and Loss of Public Citizenship. 
 
Racism is about institutional power, and people of color in the United States have never 
possessed this form of power. (Solórzano & Yosso, 2002, p.24) 
 
America will not succeed in the 21st century unless we do a far better job of educating our sons 
and daughters… And the race starts today.  I am issuing a challenge to our nation’s governors 
and school boards, principals and teachers, businesses and non-profits, parents and students: if 
you set and enforce rigorous and challenging standards and assessments; if you put outstanding 
teachers at the front of the classroom; if you turn around failing schools – your state can win a 
Race to the Top grant that will not only help students outcompete workers around the world, but 
let them fulfill their God-given potential.   
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President Barack Obama, Race to the Top.  http://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/fact-
sheet-race-top. 
 
Malinche Speaks—Standing in Silence  
I woke up at four in the morning.  My old and drafty windows gave way to an icy dawn 
outside our apartment.  In the darkness that wraps March sunrises, I manage to gather my work 
tools: my small notebook, two pens, and a brain in conflict.   
Our school representative suggested a pillow for the long ride; I stuff it next to my 
notebook as I tried to remember my last trip to Springfield, Illinois.  Before braving the cold 
winter morning, I gently kissed my daughter good bye, careful not to wake her at such a cruel 
hour while I reassured her father I would return by eight o’clock that night. 
I stepped outside onto the empty streets. I lied to my bones as I assured it that it was not cold.  I 
lied to my heart as I assured it that I was not afraid to walk alone in the four-thirty darkness of 
the morning next to the train tracks.  I lied to my brain as I assured it that this trip to the state’s 
capital to witness how “Charter Schools’ Advocacy Day” is included in political agendas is 
ethnography data needed in my research.  
I moved assertively to invade the street, an act we rarely can execute in a city like 
Chicago in the light of day.  I feel a false sense of bravery and power when I traverse an 
imaginary line over the wintry asphalt. Too cold to feel powerful, too woman to become brave in 
the unexpected instance of an attack as I try to reach the first train ride out into the city.  I inject 
speed to the soles of my numb feet until I reach the train station.  I let out a deep and sharp 
breath.  I had never felt safer.  
Next to me, at sub-zero-four-thirty in the morning, stand two African American women 
talking amongst themselves and a Latina woman on her cell phone speaking Spanish.  I wonder 
about their daily ordeal using public transportation at this hour: fear, cold and a heroic working 
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ethic, to reach this train station in Oak Park.  They give me the impression they are familiar with 
each other’s presence.  They share the same route to work as I learn they work in the same hotel 
downtown.  The train arrives and the four of us climb into the warmth emptiness of the train cart, 
beginning the thirty-minute ride towards the city. “To the East,” I joke silently within, “To the 
East.”  We all sit in different sides of the train cart. 
As the train collects the early workers, I think of the last time I visited the state’s capital.  
My memory is blurry. Was it for a trip as a bilingual high school student to ask for more 
“support”? Or was it the time as a middle school teacher, when I took my social studies class to 
reinforce our lesson on the branches of government?  Whichever the occasion, I acknowledge the 
state’s capital as a foreign fixture in our imaginary, a mythical place where school laws come 
from, a day-long field trip to a hollow building where men run the lives of underserved 
communities.  I do not know what to expect on this day.  Who is advocating for whom?  As I 
signed up to attend this event as a volunteer, I learned that the Illinois Network for Charter 
Schools organized this demonstration.  It is not a formal act of protest given the fact that the state 
is not opposing charter school openings.  What is exactly being advocated today?  I am warily 
cautious as to what this “day for charter schools” means.  The informational flyer emphasizes the 
need for a “cap removal” on charter school openings, achieved only through the power of the 
state’s legislature.  How is this day of charter advocacy going to impact our underserved 
communities?  I feel apprehensive at the notion that I will be confronting a new sense and 
meaning of “advocacy” at the hands of charter school organizations and politicians on behalf of 
the children I teach in the present and those that will occupy a chartered classroom in the future.   
I arrive to Bronzeville at five thirty in the morning and a van is waiting for our charter 
school’s delegation, three adults, ten students, and no parents.  I am told we are catching a bus 
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not far from our muted building.  Students seat closely together and hug their pillows as if 
attempting to continue their interrupted sleep.  I admire their sense of responsibility as sunrise 
makes an appearance above Lake Michigan.  I want to ask if they have been promised extra 
credit for waking up this early, missing a school day, and returning home in the evening, but I 
fear our school representative will not appreciate my inquiry.  As they attempt to sleep a few 
more minutes, I cannot quiet an inner voice that tells me their social positionalities as African 
American and Latina girls, along with their geopolitical contexts attending a charter school, are 
about to be manipulated and (mis)used to maintain their disadvantaged educational realities. 
It is March 17, 2009 and I stand both as a researcher and a chaperone that works for a 
charter school, in a multitude of, as the spokesperson informs the crowd, five hundred parents, 
students, teachers, and volunteers.  We stand closely in the midst of icy winds beating our backs, 
waiting to board a series of imposing coach buses lining an immense parking lot adjacent to 
Soldier Field Stadium.  I am surrounded by mothers and their children, a ubiquitous presence of 
Latina/o and African American communities, wearing their charter school’s designated 
uniforms: bright colored t-shirts and khaki “Dickies” pants under their humble jackets.  My 
delegation leader approaches me and gives me the school’s blue navy t-shirt, “for representing,” 
she says.  I roll it up under my arm, driven by a sense of anarchy and suspicion.  Uniformed 
multitudes place my body in a state of fear and necessary questioning.   
We climb inside the sumptuous coach buses.  Students chat excitedly when they see large 
boxes full of brand name breakfast products to start the long fieldtrip and I laugh at my small, 
just-in-case-there-is-no-food-yogurt I brought along for my day in the research field.  I begin to 
realize the substantial level of financial sponsorship involved in this journey to Springfield.  
Where does all this money come from?  Who is paying for this monumental operation and who 
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is ensuring its successful completion?  It is obvious these parents and their school communities 
did not and could not collect the amount of money needed to pay for this, nor were they involved 
in the organization of such enterprise; once we agreed to attend, we were simply asked to rise 
early and catch a bus.   
As the coach buses enter the expressway, it is clear to me that this demonstration is 
unlike those instances in my past, as a student and as a teacher of color, in which my public 
school community members (parents, teachers, and students) would organize art fairs or food 
sales to raise money for buying books for a modest school library, materials to sustain 
afterschool activities, or an ambitious plan to bring in classroom carts to relieve overcrowding.  
This demonstration, with coach buses full of parents and students embarking on a quest to lift the 
charter school state cap leaves a void of much needed information.  As they participate in acts of 
charter (public) school advocacy, what are the roles parents and their children perform when 
unknown entities financially, politically, and logistically orchestrate school reform without their 
input?   
Behind us, the city’s skyline begins to fade.  Urban living begins to shift into suburban 
sprawl, which in turn shifts into a numbing flat landscape.  I see students hanging on to empty 
wraps and juice cartons wondering where to dispose our breakfast remnants inside the bus.  
Suddenly, our bus leader takes the microphone and instructions begin to travel through our seats.  
She invites us to finish our breakfast as we watch a video that will play in the multiple monitors 
and to review an informational charter (public) school card, a frequently asked questions of sorts 
regarding charter schools.  The card reaches my seat and over a quick glance, the card 
emphasizes the sentence, “Charter schools are public schools!”  I roll my eyes discretely.  “Study 
this card and learn as much as possible before we get to Springfield. It’s really important you 
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learn as much as possible because we will be speaking with congressmen and senators.  You will 
be telling them all about charter schools,” she says.  “When you are done, I’ll quiz you on these 
facts.” Yes, we were being coached inside a coach bus. 
The video begins and its musical background instantly grips your attention.  A mixture of 
electronic sampling infused with a sense of irreversible tragedy and a happy ending fairytale set 
the tone.  You see recently elected President Barack Obama, speaking as a candidate, his voice 
altering the mood of the…movie? Documentary? Or is it propaganda?  It is visual media targeted 
for the consumption of passengers in this bus and across the poorest and most isolated 
communities in Chicago.  His voice, used as a soundtrack enhancement to deliver the message of 
this video, matches the dramatic sepia effect used in the photogenic close-up used by the film 
editor.  We receive the images of African American and Latina and Latino students blissfully 
interacting with schoolwork and each other, teachers beaming dedication in idealistic poses 
fulfilling the public’s imaginary. The pictures bounce back and forth from a brick wall to a 
traditional blackboard and back to President Obama’s speech.  Students and parents inside the 
bus are sitting at the edge of their seats, gripped as I am, by the projection of ourselves and the 
words that reaffirm our struggle as communities of color, multiplying instantly on the small 
screens and inside our hearts.   
President Obama begins to tell us a story about a visit to a school.  During his visit, a 
teacher approaches him to share her frustration around the, “These Kids Syndrome,” that school 
districts and classrooms have come to accept as the norm.  He pauses his storytelling with 
gravity.  We feel his gaze and his voice connecting with our educational ordeal:  
“These kids syndrome is the tendency to explain away the shortcoming and failures of 
our education system by saying that, ‘these kids can’t learn’ or ‘these kids don’t want to 
learn,’ or ‘these kids are too far behind’…They are not ‘these kids.’  They are ‘our kids.’  
All of them.” 
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Sudden subliminal factoids written with chalk appear on the screen to reinforce  
President Obama’s message: 
Illinois Charter Public Schools, turning “these kids” into “our kids” since 1997 
“We are a country that has always believed in Thomas Jefferson’s declaration that talent 
and virtue needed in a free society should be educated regardless of wealth or birth.” 
 
83% of charter public school students are from low-income families 
“These children are our children.” 
94% of Illinois charter public school students are African American and Latino 
 
“Their future is our future.  I do not accept this future for America. I do not accept an 
America where we do nothing about six million students who are reading below their 
level. An America where sixty percent of African American fourth graders are not even 
reading at basic level.  We now have one of the highest high school dropout rates of any 
industrialized nation in the world.”  
 
All charter public high schools in Chicago outperformed the public school in their 
neighborhood on state math and reading tests 
  
“This kind of America is unacceptable. It’s morally unacceptable for our children. It’s 
economically untenable for our future…where barely one in ten low-income students will 
graduate from college.” 
 
Charters schools prepare students for a rapidly changing world 
“That’s why I stand here today. Because somebody, at some point, stood up when it was 
hard. Stood up when it was risky. And I’m running for president because I want to give 
every American child the same chances that I got.” 
 
Parents and teachers of charter students stand up! 
 
Charter public schools change lives 
 
Go to www.thesekids.org to learn more 
 
Join our campaign to change more lives in Illinois by creating more charter schools 
 
Paid for by: Charters Organizing to Restore Excellence in Education 
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In inexplicable jubilation, everyone in the bus breaks into applause as the video ends.  
Before one can separate fact from fiction, editing procedure from (un)critical race product, the 
visual experience has seeped into our emotional subconscious.  The speech itself never once 
mentioned a direct endorsement of charter schools, but students stand up and clap and cheer 
convinced that finally someone has acknowledged our educational tribulations.  Someone like us.  
Someone and something that will stand up for us and our future.  Students and parents of color of 
Illinois, Unite! Unite for everything has been paid for by Charters Organizing to Restore 
Excellence in Education, an entity that cannot be found, nor researched, nor sustain dialogue, be 
it educational, sociocultural, and financial, with the very parents and students approaching the 
state capital in order to plead the expansion of charter schools.  Is this the embodiment of 
neoliberal marketing education morphed into social justice rhetoric?  “Isn’t this a great video? I 
know, I know; it’s great!  We have some DVD’s in the bus, if you are interested, you can buy 
them. Take them home, share with family or your school.  They are really great,” says our bus 
leader.   
Just like a lesson plan, we are asked again to glance over our informational cards and the 
testing begins.  “For instance,” our leader begins, “if your legislator says, ‘you don’t go to a real 
public school,’ what would you say?” I see two hands rise, and in unison, they respond, “our 
charter school is a public school!”  I sit with my eyes closed witnessing a back and forth charter 
school trivia.  I wish the four-hour ride could end. 
Standing in front of the Illinois State Capitol felt like a relief, if only for a moment.  I 
notice banners announcing the Abraham Lincoln Presidential Library’s historical exhibition, 
Springfield Race Riot: 1908-2008, Year of Reconciliation.  The black and white pictures give me 
pause and reinforce my intention to be here:  inequity in education is a symptom of unfulfilled 
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reconciliation in our segregated cities.  The traveling crowds begin to be redistributed according 
to city districts and representatives.  The result is disturbingly palpable: Latina/o and African 
American parents, mothers in their majority, stand in separate groups, but we all receive the 
same instructions.  “Follow your group leader to the office of your local representative to talk to 
them.  If they are out of their office, leave a message with their secretaries.  Tell them that 
charter schools change lives and that you want to see more charter schools and you need their 
support.  We’ll then meet in the first floor for our rally.  We’ll have lunch at one o’clock by the 
buses.  We’ll return to meet the legislators outside the chambers and speak to them before we 
head back home.”  
Our small delegation travels through endless cold underground tunnels.  We climb stairs, 
open doors, run into men wearing suits.  We arrive to our destination.  A lonely secretary greets 
us and the students begin to recite their lines.  Our delegation leader leaves our school’s business 
card behind and we rush out to be part of the rally in the center of the Capitol building.  I realize 
how the entire trip is unfolding to be a series of unanticipated events given the fact that we are 
unsure as to who will be speaking in this rally and what will be said.  Yet, we will stand in mass, 
and mass translates into supporting something clearly unspecified. 
The light escapes through the skylights and illuminates the center of the Capitol’s 
rotunda.  In the middle of the floor stands a podium and a microphone that were not there when 
we entered an hour ago.  A woman frantically distributes dozens of printed rally signs among 
students and parents.  A man who works for the Illinois Network for Charter Schools stands in 
the podium and with a gentle but assertive voice welcomes the crowd and gives the stage to our 
first speaker.  The young boy walks to the microphone and with an inaudible voice, in English 
and in Spanish, he testifies to the benefits of charter schools.  “I attend Shanti Charter School” he 
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begins, “we have after school programs like yoga and art programs and I learn a lot.  I think a lot 
of people don’t understand charter schools.”   
I stand motionless listening to his translation and observing his dignified performance.  
This is his moment of social advocacy on behalf of his education in the state’s capital.  I see his 
vulnerability and his strength.  The statement, “a lot of people don’t understand,” floats in the air.  
His charter (public) school exemplifies the contradictory discourse of democratic participation as 
consumption of public goods among those that have the least opportunities to benefit from a free 
market democracy. 
After the applause ends his participation, a female state senator joins the crowd.  I notice 
the immediate change in the performance.  Her voice is loud, shrieking with a mixture of 
uncurbed discourse and prescribed excitement.  Her posture and body language bring back the 
notion that one is in front of a politician: 
“Charter schools are the way to go! Thank you parents. We are asking for more 
charters. We are asking for an expansion of charters. Because we have that right! I 
support charter schools.  It’s not always popular, but it is the right thing to do!  
We need to open more charter schools!” 
 
The attendants applaud and I write notes in the midst of this frenzy.  I write and  
question the implication of an assumed “we” with this particular choice of educating the poor 
and the underserved students of color.  Spanish from the same state senator suddenly fills the 
space: 
 “¡Springfield es su casa!” 
 (Applause) 
 
 “Por favor, siempre esten ahi” 
 (Applause) 
 
“¡Padres, sigan apoyando las escuelas charter porque es un escuela publica!” 
(Applause) 
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“¡Los niños estan sufriendo en las comunidades! ¡Las charters los van a rescatar!” 
 (More applause) 
 
 I write my field notes in Spanish, faster than I can think, and my hand wants to stop in 
disbelief.  In disbelief that a government official had the polite gesture to address Spanish 
speaking parents, in disbelief for the words being said, and in disbelief that I am so fortunate to 
stand here with the ability to decode the deeply objectionable rhetoric delivered to women like 
myself:  Parents, support charters schools because they are public schools!-The children in your 
communities are suffering!-Charters will rescue you!” 
 Around me, I see communities of students, mothers, fathers, and teachers standing in a 
circle.  Some of us can understand the message in Spanish while the rest applaud assuming the 
message supports the cause.  “We need charters to rescue our communities” chimes in my brain 
and rage fills my entire body.  I see her walking away from the podium towards her office, 
finishing her five-minute damaging intervention and giving way to the next speaker, her 
colleague the male senator, who continues where she left off:  
“It’s a new day in Illinois, our country, our new governor, with Blacks, Latinos, 
Whites, helping each other.  This is only going to help charter schools.  I want to 
hear it for charter schools. I want to thank charter schools because without them 
our community schools will be overcrowded.  UNO, ASPIRA, they are coming to 
the rescue of our communities10.” 
 
UNO parents in the audience clap while their children raise their banners and signs.  Is this the 
new embodiment of democratic participation?  Is it the attendance to missionary chartered 
entities by those that have been economically and educationally disempowered for generations? 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
10 Beyond the discussion of this chapter, it is worth noting UNO Charter School Network as a particular case that 
exemplifies the complex networks between free market school reform, political clout, and neo-missionary 
entrepreneurship.   UNO’s president, Juan Rangel, a long time ally of former Mayor Richard M. Daley, became co-
chairman for Mayor Rahm Emanuel’s campaign.  UNO, who operated one charter school until 2005, has expanded 
to eleven charter campuses to date. In 2012 UNO has secured a $98 million grant from the state to open six more 
charter schools all around the southwest side of Chicago, one of the poorest and most segregated areas of the city.  
See, A Lifetime of Close Ties and Growing Influence, Dan Mihalopouls, January 15, 2012, New York Times, page 
A25A.  
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“We need to spend more money for charter schools!  We need to spend more 
money for charter schools!  God bless all of you and God bless Charter Schools!” 
 
And just like that, the overly robust senator thanks the crowds, turns around and   
walks away from the rally, with applause trailing behind him.  I cannot see my face reflected on 
anyone.  I am enraged at the trite rhetoric and the overt manipulation of these parents and their 
children through the religious overtones.  These mothers that deserve the best education for their 
children in their forgotten communities polluted by educational disinvestment, economic 
starvation, coal plants that spew lead and mercury in their communities (but make financial 
contributions to charter school networks such as UNO), food deserted spaces, and apathetic 
elected officials, only get paternalistic, uncomplicated speeches and a cold sandwich with chips 
in a day-long journey.    
 We head back to Chicago.  I am emotionally and physically exhausted.  I try to make 
sense of my ethnographic Spring-field day.  I attempt to understand the advocacy by mothers that 
travelled all the way south, but never spoke in their own voice.  Recalling the often-cited quote 
by the legislators who gave us five minutes of their time, ‘you are the parent and you decide 
what is best for your child,’ I struggle with the immediate reality faced by all of us. 
Whose Race? 
 
Parents living in racially segregated Chicago now face the vexing task to exercise choice 
in the midst of multiple public school options. Visiting the Chicago Public School website (if one 
is the owner of a computer and an internet connection, or, if the local public library has not been 
closed by the last round of public service cuts), parents and guardians are shown, “three simple 
steps to guide you through the entire enrollment process” to choose among neighborhood, career 
academy, contract, magnet, military academy, selective enrollment, small, special education, and 
charter schools (http://www.cps.edu/Schools/High_schools/Pages/High schools.aspx, n.d.). With 
 128 
charter (public) schools becoming the fastest growing type of schooling choice in the city, 
spokespersons advocating for charter school campuses rally around the city and the state 
confirming a new free-market democracy: parents are voting with their feet.   
The impression of the possibility that parents are creating a participatory momentum of 
educational equity and social justice through the support and spread of charter schools on behalf 
of public education and disadvantaged children fills the educational landscape with hope. 
Lamentably, behind every press conference staged in a charter school hallway, gymnasium, or 
classroom where either the Governor or city Mayor and its public school CEO du jour claim the 
city needs more charter schools because parents’ choices are on long waiting lists, there is a 
larger systemic support dictating public life, public institutions, and public citizenship: a 
neoliberal regime (Torres, 2009) veiled under urban school reforms that remove democratic 
spaces of collective critical and lifelong educational agency. 
A new law that doubles the number of charter schools allowed in Illinois also will 
give the state an edge in the competition for roughly $5 billion of federal money 
meant to encourage school reform…Chicago will be allowed 45 new charter 
schools…"We've got to take this movement, this charter movement, and spread it to 
the rest of the state," [Governor] Quinn told a crowd that packed the gymnasium at 
Locke Charter Academy on the West Side, where he signed several education 
bills…” “I know the charter school legislation is an awesome, awesome bill 
because no one loves it," said state Sen. Kimberly Lightford (D-Maywood), the 
bill's main sponsor…The bills signed by Quinn address specific concerns cited by 
President Barack Obama and Education Secretary Arne Duncan. To encourage 
reform, the federal government has announced competitive grants available to 
states that take measures to reform schools. (Ahmed, 2009)  
 
Through national educational policy initiatives, such as No Child Left Behind (NCLB), 
and its current successor, Race to the Top (RTT), public school systems, its administrators, and 
participants face the dismantling of public school systems that should be driven by community 
participation, radical democracy (Wells, 2002), and social justice initiatives.  Instead, we witness 
the proliferation of a systemic educational project that promotes and rewards the, 
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Expanding [of] education markets and employing market principles across school 
systems. It features mayoral control of school districts, closing “failing” public 
schools or handing them over to corporate-style “turnaround” organizations, 
expanding school “choice,” and privately run but publicly funded charter schools, 
weakening teacher unions, and enforcing top-down accountability and 
incentivized performance targets on schools, classrooms, and teachers (e.g. merit 
pay based on students standardized test scores) (Lipman, 2011, p. 116). 
 
Beyond a neoliberal discourse favoring free markets and the commodification of public life and 
public actors, No Child Left Behind and now Race to the Top policies were placed in the 
(back)ground to claim an intention to reverse the alarming achievement gap between 
disadvantaged racial/ethnic groups and White students.  With a heavy emphasis on high test 
score performance and instrumental accountability, No Child Left Behind as educational policy 
and law “did not generate as much meaningful school improvement or progress in closing 
student-achievement gaps as was originally hoped (McGuinn, 2012, p. 138).  Instead, the way 
high-stake standardized performance testing has been used for the last two decades has affected,  
“students, such as the use of test scores for promotion, tracking and graduation. 
Others affect teachers and principals when scores are used to determine merit pay 
or potential dismissal. Still others affect school, as when schools are awarded 
recognition or extra funds when scores increase or are put into intervention status 
or threatened with loss of registration when scores are low (Darling-Hammond, 
2007, p. 79) 
 
Currently, Race to the Top, differs from its NCLB predecessor in that its “design and use 
is a specific competitive grant process…intended to avoid…problems by relying on incentives 
instead of sanctions to drive state reform” (McGuinn, 2012, p.138).  Although RTT “is not the 
first federal competitive grant program, it is by far the largest.” (ibid., 139).  Within it, education 
funds are distributed to school districts within states, “not on the basis of need-based 
formulas…regardless of the performance of their schools or the promise of particular school 
reform,” but rather, by state applications that “were graded on a 500-point scale according to the 
rigor of the reforms proposed and their compatibility with four administration priorities” (ibid.).  
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Although Race to the Top, as an educational policy continuation of NCLB, may be perceived as a 
national concern for educational equity, the implications of these policies on marginalized 
communities affect in a larger scale. As Lipman (2011) explains how Race to the Top, 
“originating in U.S. government, is actually part of a global neoliberal thrust toward the 
commodification of all realms of existence…liberalization of trade has opened up education, 
along with other public sectors, to capital accumulation” (p. 117).  In this manner, competing for 
Race to the Top’s institutional funds, instead of an equitable and collective redistribution of 
economic infrastructure in the schools that need it the most, favors states that pass legislation to 
enable a federal educational free-market agenda emphasizing the following areas:  
• Designing and implementing rigorous standards and high-quality assessments, encouraging 
states to work jointly toward a system of common academic standards…build toward 
college and career readiness…include improved assessments designed to measure critical 
knowledge and higher-order thinking skills.    
• Attracting and keeping great teachers and leaders in America’s classrooms, by expanding 
effective support to teachers and principals; reforming and improving teacher 
preparation; revising teacher evaluation, compensation, and retention policies to 
encourage and reward effectiveness 
• Supporting data systems that inform decisions and improve instruction, by fully implementing 
a statewide longitudinal data system, assessing and using data to drive instruction, and 
making data more accessible to key stakeholders. 
• Using innovation and effective approaches to turn-around struggling schools, by asking states 
to prioritize and transform persistently low-performing schools. 
• Demonstrating and sustaining education reform, by promoting collaborations between 
business leaders, educators, and other stakeholders to raise student achievement and close 
achievement gaps, and by expanding support for high-performing public charter 
schools… promoting other conditions favorable to innovation and reform. 
( http://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/fact-sheet-race-top, n.d.) 
 
Girl Academy Charter, promoted and supported by Race to the Top ideological 
initiatives, standing in the symbolic intersections of spectacular wealth found in the city center’s 
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Lake Shore Drive and Martin Luther King Drive’s11 marginalized South Side, opens its doors 
every morning to a student population comprised of 78.7% African American and 14.4% Latina 
female students (90.4% of this total falls in the low-income bracket). In the case of Chicago’s 
charter (public) schools, the racial demographics of its students is a stark picture of segregation 
and ethno-racialized containment. This is a direct result of the institutional racism and racialized 
poverty that still prevails in a public school system that has historically failed its impoverished 
students of color.  It is not surprising then to see how “the neoliberal restructuring of education is 
deeply racialized. It is centered particularly on urban African American, Latino and other 
communities of color where public schools, subject to being closed or privatized, are driven by a 
minimalist curriculum of preparing for standardized tests” (Lipman, 2011, p. 117). These 
communities and school neighborhoods have been the targets of criminalization and punitive 
measures that enable neoliberal educational reform to further erase alternatives to reclaim public 
institutions and institute social justice.  Instead, urban school reform in poor racialized 
communities consists of, 
“Disinvesting in public schools, closing them, and opening privately operated 
charter schools in African American and Latino communities…facilitated by a 
racist discourse that pathologizes these communities and their public institutions. 
But ‘failing’ schools are the product of a legacy of educational, economic, and 
social inequities experienced by African Americans, Latinos/as, and Native 
Americans” (Lipman, 2011, pp. 117-118). 
 
Instituting an educational landscape based on individualized competition to serve racially 
oppressed communities further removes the possibility of reversing educational inequity 
critically, meaningfully and materially among those that are affected the most: parents, students 
and teachers.  As Onosko (2011) observes from the enactment of RTT, institutional acts that 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
11 See Alderman (2006), for an insightful scholarship on the politics of racism, city neighborhoods, and the initiative 
to name streets after Dr. Martin Luther King as a symbolic act of resistance and struggle by impoverished Black 
communities. 
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silence the unequal power dynamics amongst policy makers and communities of color opens 
way to continuous, “profoundly flawed educational reform plan[s] that increase standardization, 
centralization, and test-based accountability in our nation's schools…creat[ing] a false savior in 
charter schools [and]…creat[ing] hostile school environments…inflict[ing] the greatest harm on 
students in greatest need—that is, minority students and students living in poverty” (pp. 1-2).   
These educational practices not only stifle critical thinking and creative learning among 
students of color, they also perpetuate the inability to appropriate political agency and challenge 
the (mis)education imposed by institutional powers within these disadvantaged communities. As 
Mathis (2011) exposes the faulty discourse driving Race to the Top, he reminds us how this 
particular federal educational mandate is not based on sound educational research and practice. It 
is founded on an “ideology and belief-based realism” (p. 1) that the powers of free markets, 
deregulated individualized competition, personal choice, and instrumental accountability will 
benefit the greater good.  “The overall effort” Mathis elucidates, “distracts valuable and needed 
attention, resources, and focus from the nation's real problems of social, economic, and 
educational deprivation” (p. 1, 4).                          
Under this regime of power assumptions and racial inequalities, teachers and students 
attending Girl Academy Charter negotiate the discourses of miracle working, failing public 
school in crisis, missionary saviors, excessive standardized accountabilities, unfair educational 
policies, and school success. Teachers’ experiences in their daily performances as charter 
(public) school educators portray complex and contradictory positions in their current 
sociocultural condition. They constantly question their participation as charter school subjects by 
expressing dissonance around their mission, their practice, and the outcomes that surround their 
teaching of students of color and compliance of neoliberalized school reforms and their 
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spokespersons (i.e. the charter school’s board of directors and its members).  They speak 
candidly of the challenges they experience under a discourse of professional autonomy and the 
actual invisibility that enables the absence of disadvantaged parents and educators in matters of 
school curriculum and democratic community participation. Amanda illustrates this point when 
she summarizes the dynamics of communication between the school’s faculty and the charter 
school’s board of directors in their monthly meetings:   
So you have two new directors in the school who are trying to show that they are 
doing their job…even though they are complete novices and they have no idea of 
what they are doing, but they are trying really hard.  You have those two 
representing their work and the work of the school to the Board.  So they translate 
and pretty up and then, the Board hears what they want to hear. Because they all 
feel really good about the fact that they are a bunch of White women coming in 
and saving all these poor Black girls. Throw some money at the problem, show 
up at the meeting every couple of months, you know, ‘good for me,’ and that’s the 
communication. Board members are never in classrooms, they don’t really 
interact with students, except for what they see in the hallway, there is a complete 
disconnect, in my opinion, between what the actual work is day to day, and what 
the Board thinks is happening and how they are potentially supporting us in what 
they’re doing. 
 
Amanda’s acknowledgement of the sociocultural positionalities embodied by the board 
members, White and wealthy women, is a conflicting reality for some of the educators inside the 
building that are all too aware of their own position as men and women of color educating 
disadvantaged children. As Elizabeth’s awareness of her position wavers within the framework 
of a neoliberal citywide educational policy, she understands the role she plays when she enters a 
charter school system that cannot conceal its ultimate objective: establish itself as a normalized 
institutional entity in racially segregated poor neighborhoods: 
What I can figure out is that it seems like most charter schools are placed, like, we 
are located in Bronzeville, mostly a Black neighborhood. And if I look around as 
to where the charter schools are placed, they are usually in communities of color, 
working class, lower income, types of places. I don’t know if it’s a result of 
Renaissance 2010 in terms of the creation of all these schools, looking at those 
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schools that weren’t performing with all the issues that exist, and it just happens 
to be the schools found in communities with minority students, lower income.   
 
The political subjectivities of race and racialized interventions shed another dimension to issues 
of educational inequities before school reform policies that ignore issues of disparity and 
academic shortcomings in racially oppressed communities. Sophie speaks in both a discouraged 
and perceptive voice of the immediate reality she encounters as an educator of color and an 
active participant of an innovative professional community that works toward a critical form of 
professional development within this particular charter school: 
Charters are not…they have not fixed anything. We don’t have this fix to 
education. But I think we are tapping into different things. Like we are having 
courageous conversations about race [following Singleton & Linton’s guide 
book]. At first I thought, ‘This is so stupid! Why are we talking about race?’ But, 
when you have a lot of white teachers working with minority kids, you ought to 
tap into it because there will be some biases, and I think they should be out there 
on the table. 
 
In a space so signified by race, yet so omitted in its daily enactment, a charter school mission 
designed by white privileged women that believe in a “whole girl” approach of education to 
challenge “urban girls” to achieve, teachers and students enact acts of sociocultural erasure that 
fit the discourses of “urban” school crisis, failure, and rescuing that school reform employs.  In 
this corner of a deterritorialized placelessness, every girl can achieve, every girl will be a leader, 
no sociopolitical context need to be included.  Nancy, a committed educator, unexpectedly 
surprises me when color blindness is brought to this racially chartered table: 
I feel that the girls that come here, African American and Latino, are getting more 
educational support here that in their home, big high school…They email us all 
the time telling us how much we supported them. I just feel that in a smaller 
environment, Latinos and African Americans would do better. That’s just my 
feeling…I just think these kids will be lost in their regular school. And it is a good 
question, why are they primarily doing charter schools in these neighborhoods?  
Because in those African American schools, the tests are bad, they are not getting 
the resources they need, and it’s hard. And those kids deserve the same 
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education…That’s why I don’t think about the color of the students here, but I just 
feel we support them more here, that we help them out more here. 
 
Under the premise of being a charter school that offers girls an opportunity to succeed by 
focusing on gender equity, issues of race (interlaced with class) are marginalized, not only within 
the school’s mission and culture of the school, but also, within the discursive acts that precede 
school reform in the city.  It is in this manner that Nancy, along with the concerned business and 
philanthropic women, and the entire city, believe there is a sense of normality, of common sense, 
in identifying disinvested and marginalized public schools to be synonymous with a stigmatized 
(and legally unacceptable) “African American schools.”  This tangible prejudice targeting 
schools by racial and class markers, their students, and the community surrounding them, are 
painfully scared as the bearers of deficiency, badness, hopelessness.  Actors with institutional 
power justify their preconceived interventions by offering their sociocultural agendas, further 
silencing those subjects they profess to empower. 
Testing, testing…is anybody out there? Elizabeth, Sophie, and Madeline speak in revealing 
tongues 
 
  Outside of their classrooms and teaching schedules, teachers valued a space of safety 
where their educational beliefs and practices could escape a maze of powerlessness they are 
currently battling.  Within their commitment to teach a population of minority students that 
makes up Girl Academy Charter in a smaller and more meaningful setting, teachers often 
performed a role of heroic educators, starting their days at 7:30 in the morning and leaving as 
late as 7:00 at night. Connections amongst the faculty confirmed their belief that every girl could 
succeed.  However, the ethical conflict filling the minds of these educators was palpable.   
  Speaking of the multiple knowledge(s) and personal reflections they have to unravel, I 
place Elizabeth, Sophie, and Madeline’s testimonies in a protected virtual textual space that 
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allows for their voices to be heard and acknowledged in the midst of a relentless neoliberalized 
agenda that seeks not only to privatize public education, but also, reduce teachers’ intellectual 
and creative autonomy, their professional worth, and their critical participation to undo the 
damage free-market driven educational reforms have generated in poor communities of color. 
Sophie: I think we need fresh ideas. At the same time, I don’t like this 
competition. I think we are all schools, you know? I don’t like this competition, 
this combative thing they set up.  
 
Elizabeth: There is some people that view charter schools as saying, “oh! Great! 
This is a new opportunity for my students. They’re going to be able to excel 
academically, they’re going to have more resources, more individualized 
attention,” but they just don’t know.  
 
Sophie: When I go to a meeting with other teachers from all over and we say we 
are a charter, I feel like CPS teachers are kind of threatened by charters. They 
think that we charter teachers are better or something. There is a vibe going on, I 
can’t figure it out, but I have felt it and heard it. 
 
Elizabeth: You are closing down their school! You are dislocating students! You 
are not paying attention to the real and actual issues that were happening in that 
school. You can see it at Girl Academy. We still have a low academic 
performance and we’re a charter school, and these are the same problems that 
exist in traditional public schools.   
 
Madeline: Now we are on this list…umh from the Feds, I guess, right? I don’t 
know! And basically if we don’t improve X, Y, Z points, because now there is all 
this numeric stuff, like the attendance situation, and the standardized test 
improvement situation, the news I get is that we will not have a renewed charter. 
That’s it.  There was just this article that came out in Catalyst that if Girl 
Academy were a neighborhood school, we would be a “turnaround school.”   
 
Elizabeth: In fact, charter schools are not really giving or servicing special 
education students, students of second language, or ELL’s or students with special 
needs with learning disabilities. These students are not being served properly in 
charter schools. Also, in terms of test scores, I don’t think they can show a huge 
difference of whatever tests, ACT’s or whatever they are using of standards. They 
are not much different. 
 
Sophie: The way that it’s going, they are making us be compliant with all these 
city and state laws. It’s almost like CPS says, “you can do this and this, but you 
are still this.” You can have your fancy curriculum, and not have your uniform if 
you don’t want to, and your longer school hours, but you gotta do A, B, and C. 
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We still have to follow their expulsion policies, we have to raise our test scores, 
the ISAT… In order for the charter to be open, we have to prove that our scores 
are better than the home-schools around us.  We are trying to say to parents, 
“don’t send your kid to Concord, we are doing better than them.”  In order to keep 
your charter open you still have to say you are doing good, because if you are not 
doing good, why be there? 
 
Madeline: You know? It feels sad. I know the development director is like, 
“Yeah! We have all this good stuff,” but they [donors] really want bottom line 
numbers and we don’t have them. They want facts of the matter, and that’s totally 
depressing, that’s rough. 
 
Sophie: I feel like we are all schools, we shouldn’t be fighting for funding like 
this. But I have a problem with the way we fund education here, based on where 
you live, your property taxes. Until they stop that, this is not going to change…It 
is hard work. It is hard work. Sometimes I feel like they don’t want education to 
work, I really do feel that sometimes.  
 
Madeline: It creates this external pressure, to produce these numbers, test scores. 
It’s hard to bear. I never felt it as I have felt it this year and I look at the kids, and 
I’m like, you know…It’s also weird because the co-directors are like, “No! Don’t 
stop doing what you are doing! Continue the wonderful curriculum you are doing, 
but add some state standards in your outcomes every day and think about 
tweaking this and this. But don’t stop doing what you are doing. But here are 
some internal assessments, and we need to go from blah-blah-blah percentage to 
80% of our kids. From 18% to 80% of ‘passing’ in these assessments, yeah, but 
don’t really do anything different.” You know, it’s like this mysterious 
equation…Like a lot of practicing alone? Is that really it? Okay, cool, that’s fine. 
We’ll keep practicing, that’s fine. But it’s just this weird experiment of how to get 
it together so everybody is happy. Of making these numbers and doing our rich, 
progressive curriculum, you know? It’s crazy! It’s kind of schizophrenic! It totally 
is! 
 
Sophie: I just hope this school doesn’t get that way where teachers are being 
rewarded because their kids make “progress” because it’s not all on the teacher. 
There are so many factors that go into it. To not be acknowledged because kids 
did not do well on a test? It’s really crazy. It makes teachers feel…it’s bad enough 
teachers go home everyday feeling like we didn’t do a good job. But having that 
blatantly have thrown at your face, makes you not want to do this anymore. 
 
Elizabeth, Sophie, and Madeline: If we were able to educate someone correctly, 
gosh! That would solve so many problems: it would build self-esteem, you know? 
Try to build more schools than prisons. Nawh! They want to build more prisons 
than schools! But you know? You are going to have to do one or the other, and I 
feel like this NCLB, it’s just not the right way. It’s like, “Gotta raise these scores!” 
It’s almost impossible. Kids are coming at different ability levels. 
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  Inside, students speak of the educational opportunities this space has offered to them.  
They speak of the teachers that have motivated them to reach higher, to believe in themselves, to 
see college as a reality in their futures. Internally, they struggle with the possibility of not doing 
well in entrance exams, of not surviving a big campus population having experienced a small 
community of 350 students during their high school years, or more immediate, of not fulfilling 
all the learning outcomes they have to perform in order to pass on to the next grade level.  
Curiously, it was difficult to find from their words a direct reference to their political 
subjectivities as an African American or Latina student attending a charter school.  It was until I 
hear Chance’s peaceful voice that allows me to see the sociocultural fragilities and racialized 
awareness around issues of educational success these students carry and protect, at all times, 
when they face those that have promoted and institutionalized school closures, inequitable 
testing, neighborhood demolishing, ethnic and racialized stigmas, educational uncertainties, 
denied equality: 
I think that, I mean, me personally, I wouldn’t judge anybody about what school 
they come from because that’s just childish.  Why would you judge that? But I 
don’t know what they would say when they see where I’m coming from.  Maybe 
they’ll say something positive. Maybe they’ll say something negative. But I do 
want to go to college and I do think that I will be successful.  
  
Lesson 3. Chicago Performs Gendered Reform: Chicago (Public) Charter Schools and 
Urban Performances 
 
Malinche Speaks—Danzar para darnos fuerza: A public school story of hunger, birth, and 
ancient communal performances  
 
The mothers, youth and fathers on strike are physically tired but our spirits are 
rejuvenated every time ONE person comes to camp and offers their support by:  
Bringing water, juice, and other liquids that do not contain caffeine.  
Joining in marches across Little Village.  
Passing flyers and informing people on 26th Street.  
Talking to parents after they drop their kids off school.  
Supporting the hunger strike fund. 
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Having their community, political, religious, art, social, cultural organization to support 
the strike by getting people to attend our events every night at the camp. 
We have had Aztec Dancers, Sones de México, poets, Rockeros and tonight, 
Mariachis, to feed our spirits. 
(http://hungerstrike.blogspot.com/) 
 
May 13th 2001 (Mother’s Day) 
 
The circle stands silently in front of the mothers. They greet us approvingly, without a 
word, dark circles under their eyes, exhaustion on their movements. Their pallid faces wear a 
resplendent hue of tenacity, hope, and courage only seen on those who sacrifice their bodies, 
giving up nourishment to birth a different future.  They remain seated, vibrantly motionless on 
this improvised space atop crates, plastic lawn and old kitchen chairs.  The mothers arrange their 
infants and young children inside sleeping bags, plastic tarps, and thick canvases, searching for a 
sense of comfort and warmth in the open-air as sleep invades the children’s eyes.  The night has 
arrived quickly and the chilly evening winds of early May invade the camp where the hunger 
strikers see how another day has gone by without a response of dignity and responsibility from 
Mayor Daley and Chicago Public School’s CEO, Paul Vallas. It is May 200112. 
I stand as one with the circle that widens as the night falls.  Far from this abandoned 
corner one can glimpse faint lights lining the boundaries between the city’s center and our 
community’s margin.  Above us, the dim allusion of stars that struggle, through the polluted air, 
to illuminate this abandoned industrial piece of promised land. More men and women continue 
to arrive as they travel from the sacred four Cardinal Directions to support the mothers of 
Chicago’s Little Village neighborhood, knowing as I know, that they are also our mothers and 
that Little Village is not a fixed geographical location in the southwest side of Chicago, but 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
12 See Cortez (2008). Education, politics, and a hunger strike: a popular movement’s struggle for education in 
Chicago’s Little Village Community. Doctoral dissertation.  
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rather, we can find Little Village scattered throughout Chicago, fragmented throughout the 
nation, linking us all to an ancient collective: birthing.   
The conch begins to sing as the first dancer blows his breath full of life into the shell’s 
ancient spiral duct, delicately piercing the silence of the night, calling our bodies and hearts to 
perform our neo-Nahuatl diaspora—in xochitl in cuicatl—Flor y Canto, our Flower and Song13.  
I take a deep breath to call forth both my inner strength and intentions and I present them to the 
brave mothers that began the hunger strike determined to birth before the entire community, their 
children, indifferent politicians, and educational city leaders, a desperately needed high school 
for our brothers and sisters.  The collective sounds of our poetry and prayers, about to be 
manifested in our dance performance, is the embodiment of the Aztec philosophy of Flower and 
Song: our everyday experiences, hopes, and meditations, via expressions of dance, poetry, and 
musical interventions which will resonate, fill the empty landscape, and make it ours. 
The copalli14 incense begins to spread its distinguishable aroma and our pores become 
invigorated to include the ancient presence of Ometeotl15, the Aztec deity of duality, representing 
the Male and Female figures in ongoing dialogue regarding birth and decay, peace and chaos, 
love and anger, hope and despair.  The heartbeat of the huehuetl, the ancient slit drum, begins to 
mark the tempo of our own hearts and bare feet as the chosen drummer gently and powerfully 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
13 Flor y Canto translates as ‘Flower and Song’ and it refers to the philosophical and symbolic act of joining pray 
and poetry among the Aztec-Mexica people of central México. During the Chicana/o movement, Flor y Canto was 
rescued to bring forth performances that spoke of Latina/o conditions. See Rafaela Castro, Chicano Folklore: a guide 
to the folktales, traditions, rituals, and religious practices of Mexican American (2000); also Miguel León Portilla, 
Los antiguos mexicanos a través de sus crónicas y cantares, 2005, Fondo de Cultura Económica, México, D.F. 
14 Copalli, commonly known as Copal, is a traditional incense derived from the resin of rain forest trees often found 
in Southern México.  It has been used for hundreds of years by Old Aztec-Nahuatl-Mexica people and modern-day 
transnational communities from México living in the Diaspora in the United States. It is used, as it was in the past, 
in religious and important ceremonies such as the cleansing of temples, bodies, homes, or during funeral gatherings. 
It is also burned to mark the beginning of harvest, to call for a productive rainy season, and of course, to make 
Chicago Public Schools’ CEO’s comply with a promised high school in poor, working class, immigrant 
communities. See Silvia E. Purata Velarde, Uso y Manejo de los Copales Aromaticos: recinas y aceites, for a brief 
didactical introduction of Copal. http://www.era-mx.org/biblio/Manual_copales.pdf (accessed on Dec 20, 2011) 
15 Ometeotl, Goddess-God of duality. See Graham, Faiella. 2006. Mesoamerican Mythology. 
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strikes the velvety deerskin surface to call the Four Elements into our center. The five delicate 
strings of each vihuela, the alto guitars carried with tenderness, lead our dance tribute to the 
givers of life and hope: nuestras madres, our mothers.   
Our bodies begin the night-long vigil with fierce fervor, humility and the firm belief that 
despite our racialized marginality imposed by those in power, our community’s demands for 
equality in our educational future were and will continue to be justified.  Infused by the beauty of 
our tireless footwork, the mesmerizing strident beat of our drums, and the enchanting sound of 
our coyoleras, our foot shakers made of hollow ayoyote seeds that had made the trip from the 
global South to the North, just like our ancestors had in the past and ongoing present, the sole of 
our Brown feet joyfully tapped the surface of the land being denied to build our new school 
building officially and publicly promised to this ethnically segregated Mexican-immigrant 
community.    
As the night progresses, I am offered, for the first time since I had joined the Nahui Ollin 
dancers’ collective, the center of our dancing ceremonial circle and I humbly accept with the 
only request to be joined by another danzante’s support.  My legs quiver as I walk into the heart 
of our sacred space doubting my capacity to remember the ancient and inherited choreographies 
of the multiple dances we interpret.  A younger and kind dancer volunteers to sustain my dance.  
I search for his eyes and in an altered sense of unity, we both whisper in harmony the chosen 
offering: la danza del sembrador, the Dance of the Sower.  A masculine performance of physical 
and spiritual sustenance through the annual maize sowing season, I doubt my audacity when I 
remind myself that this ceremonial dance is reserved to male dancers. I bend the gendered 
expectations and my legs gain strength as the drum and our shakers begin to spell the ancient 
performance.   In front of the wide circle, in front of these mothers, the women who are sowing a 
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future with their hunger, collectively, we carve the soil with steady hope, picking up a subtle dust 
that warmly wraps our bodies.  My heart beats with hope and love and I believe we can change 
things.  We can make the CEO of the Chicago Public Schools comply with the written promise: 
the allocated money given to build our public high school in one of the poorest and most racially 
segregated neighborhoods in Chicago would be used for that purpose and not, as we had learned, 
given to build selective preparatory high schools in a wealthy, privileged, and predominantly 
White neighborhoods.   
Oblivious to the dwindling muffled industrial sounds of a city that meets another sunrise 
disregarding its poor, we call out and invoke our ancestors before the darkness ends, requesting 
their strength to feed everyone in this space: our mothers holding this hunger strike reclaiming 
our roots in this place, our children’s education blooming from the centers of our communities, 
and our collective futures harvesting justice and peace in every birthing cycle hereafter. 
Birthing educational communities 
The hunger strike sustained by a group of mothers living in the densely populated 
Mexican American neighborhood of La Villita-Little Village (Stovall & Ayers, 2005) was an 
extraordinary act of communal courage and educational rebirth.  In a neighborhood that had 
struggled for decades with school disinvestment, overcrowding, and miseducation failings via 
school reform, the severe act of embodied sacrifice to demand a desperately needed high school 
building, highlighted the intersectionalities of gender, class, and ethnic/race inequalities in the 
city of Chicago’s public school system.  This vibrant working-class neighborhood had pressured 
school officials for years to locate and build a new school building to alleviate issues of 
overcrowding and educational disengagement. The Mexican American community was promised 
a state of the art high school building by 2000 only to be notified, after four selective enrollment 
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high schools were built in wealthier and predominantly White neighborhoods, that the funds had 
“dried up.”  
The mothers’ emotional and bodily performance to recover the promised land where the 
high school was scheduled to be built embodies a counterforce that exposes the racist and classist 
structural features included in school reform. While school reform advocates use passionate 
discourses to save America’s schools and close achievement gaps by means of public school 
privatization, high stakes testing, its data sets, and its consequences, on the margins we have 
these same education officials closing and denying educational homes to those populations that 
have the right to receive educational equity. These mothers in the margins uncovered a history of 
injustices committed in the allocation of educational access to poor and racialized minorities by 
the center. 
This remarkable event also brought attention to the plight of gender inequalities among 
disadvantaged populations who actively seek to reclaim quality public education for their 
communities. Wells (2009) reminds us of the problematic trends currently occurring as targeted 
sociocultural positionalities are penalized: “racial/ethnic dynamics are compounded by issues of 
gender inequality and the higher rate of single [motherhood] among African American and 
Hispanics. In other words, we know that women are more likely to earn poverty wages than men, 
and Hispanic and African American workers are more likely to earn poverty wages than White 
workers…from 2004-2005 the poverty rate for women continued to increase while the poverty 
for men declined” (p. 164). The disregard for poor minority women’s involvement in school 
reform initiatives is a blatant statement of oppression that does not acknowledge their ubiquitous 
presence in school buildings, school improvement events, and their children achievements. This 
exemplifies the imbalanced dynamics minority women have to struggle against, as Arnot (2009) 
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asserts, “one of the major strands of women’s activism has been women’s own struggle for the 
right to have an education, and the ways in which that struggle has been responded to” (p. 243, 
my emphasis). Mothers starving bodies claiming a school that had already been promised to their 
community, their children, and future generations inhabiting this ethnically contained space, had 
to wait weeks for a response from Chicago Public Schools officials. These Mexican and Mexican 
American bodies, bicultural, bilingual, poor, marked as outsiders, had to endure the effects of 
continuous misrepresentations of their positions among government public officials. 
The active participation and presence of madres, grandmas, mothers, hermanas, aunties, 
sisters, comadres, female cousins, among other women figures, is disturbingly overlooked and 
ignored in city school reform initiatives, and schooling practices. Public school officials and 
private entities driving school reform rarely acknowledge and include poor minority women’s 
sociocultural contextual pedagogies (Villenas, 2000, 2006). Ignoring the pedagogies and social 
practices that women nurture in their impoverished communities further removes serious 
academic and structural inclusion of every child. As Wells (2009) notes, “as the country becomes 
more racially and ethnically diverse and a growing number of households are headed by women, 
who enrolls in regular public and charter schools should be more broadly debated and discussed” 
(p. 164). 
The unprecedented mobilization of marginalized communities inspired by the mothers of 
Little Village in the city of Chicago was able to build solidarities among parents, children, 
teachers, and concerned witnesses to reclaim dignified and collective educational rights.  The 
multiple communal actions taken by these women inspired speaking engagements, neighborhood 
marches, and distribution of informational newsletters. This led to the relocation of funds from 
the Chicago Public Schools to build Little Village’s high school.  In addition, mothers and other 
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community activists were able to secure the control of the public high school’s architectural 
vision, curriculum focus, and sociocultural importance, making this public school a truly 
engaging community school that connects with all participants involved. 
The birthing process that led to the creation of this community public school in the 
neighborhood of La Villita-Little Village, markedly contrasts with the opening of Girl Academy 
for Leaders Charter School. The gathering of businesswomen and philanthropists belonging to 
Chicago’s elite class presented the plans for an all-girl charter school before Chicago’s Board of 
Education. Reflecting ongoing school reform initiatives, that is, private-public partnerships and 
school choice ideologies, the charter (public) school was approved.  With the exception of a 
possible lawsuit threat that never materialized for gender discrimination laws from the American 
Civil Liberties Union, the charter school was embraced by school officials and allowed to open 
its doors in the Bronzeville neighborhood. These two acts present the unequal dynamics of class, 
race, and gender and the selective redistribution of educational equity given to parents, students, 
and teachers. The struggle of disadvantaged populations to validate homegrown-grassroots 
movements to reclaim and sustain a neighborhood and its public schools encounter structural 
barriers (materialized in policy acts such as NCLB and RTT) where aggressive tactics remove 
community participation and decision making powers, whereas the current practice of charter 
school entities driven by free-market directives, propagated and imposed in poor racialized 
neighborhoods by outside privileged actors is encouraged, subsidized, and rewarded. 
The seemingly positive establishment of charter schools opening in contested spaces 
regardless of community direct participation and input, fosters a series of problematic 
educational practices.  In the case of Girls Academy, a charter school intending to empower the 
“urban girl,” (a depoliticized label that erases and sustains the race, class, and gender inequalities 
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the girls endure outside the charter school) has faced numerous challenges. Among them, the 
inability to reach parents, the social issues that affect the home-school connection, accountability 
failures, namely low tests scores that have threatened its viability, and teacher-administration 
(mis)communication.  In addition, teachers who join the charter school space searching for 
autonomy and professional empowerment face a schism between pedagogical practices and the 
corporate Board of Directors vision that ultimately dictate the school’s mission and 
administration.  Nancy shares her concerns when the Board of Directors were asked during the 
charter renewal interview to define what the charter school stands for and what actually occurs in 
the ground: 
…Some of the stuff the board said, I was in awe! I wasn’t there, but we heard it 
later. Because they acted really clueless and they should have known! I don’t care 
if you are a board member for CPS or the suburbs or anything, you know? At 
least the board members in CPS have PhD’s in education, some of them probably 
taught, and I know some of them are [Mayor] Daley’s little puppets, but they at 
least have some education background. I don’t know if they actually taught in this 
city, but…a lot of our board members are very, very, you know? Well-to-do 
families, women who want to support the school but don’t get the connection 
right of what’s happening here. 
 
The disconnect between a self-appointed Board of Directors and the community they claim to 
serve also has extended to the faculty members that engage daily with the girls inside the school 
building; the need to bridge communication between teachers and administrators has also been 
diminished by the school top-down model.  Amanda’s ability to play a key role in school 
governance as an informed faculty and school community member has been removed: 
I don’t know. I don’t feel that type of communication happening. I think between 
parents and the school, we don’t do a very good job communicating…I don’t 
think the Board has any idea of what’s going on in this building. This year, they 
actually have stated that they don’t want any teachers involved in any board 
meetings…so all the teachers that were supposed to serve on the Board this year 
were told they can no longer do that. Now those are closed meetings. 
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 Definitions of community building differ among the participants. Madeline feels 
the school continues to support her growth as a professional leader and as an educator. 
However, as she begins to explore the subject of charter schools and community building 
practices, she encounters contradictions within a private-corporate educational setting 
that claims neighborhood connections that do not materialize: 
To me, the main reason why I’ve stayed in this school is because this school has 
honored my voice as a teacher and as a teacher leader. I have been able to grow. 
I’ve been allowed to grow and do things I never, ever, ever would have been 
allowed to do that in my last school…Teachers in the community are very 
influential. Parents, we always ask, we all feel like we want them and want to 
honor, but for some reason, they don’t come. We are trying to figure out why. 
Does it have to do with how we ask? Does it have to do with race? Why, 
continuously, why is there this barrier? Is it just geographic? Is it just Chicago? 
What the hell is it? The board and the corporate stuff…aghh…we have had some 
weird…umh…like, “here is Victoria Secret, they are coming in to be President for 
a day and Principal for a day, and they go in there and tell the girls how they are 
supposed to buy bras and totally bizarre, offensive, had to walk out on them. Shit 
like that. Like, really? I don’t know if this was board connected or not, but I was 
like, ‘I stopped teaching for this?’ No way!  
 
Through a growing gap of connections between charter school, neighborhood(s), Board 
of Directors, students, and teachers, one questions the reasons why teachers remain involved 
inside this school environment that counters principles of public community participation and 
collective gender empowerment.  Sophie and Madeline share similar reasons for supporting the 
girl students and the community they form inside the school building, separate from the politics 
that drive charter school policy.  They still believe the school offers an avenue for educational 
equity for African American and Latina girls: 
Sophie: It’s the acknowledging that there is a bias out there. That Chicago Public 
Schools is such a machine: you go to school because you go to school, because 
that’s what kids do…[as opposed to education] as a key out of the ghetto, a key to 
a better life, bettering yourself, exposing yourself to a new world, giving yourself 
options. That’s how I try to sell it to my girls. ‘You may not like this, but this is 
just one more option. Think about it as one more option, one more thing. You 
may not like it. I’m not making you like it, but you should be aware of it.’  
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Madeline: You know, it’s just a beautiful charter! The idea of it. That any girl can 
come and get girls, that, you know? I’m going to say it like this: that basically 
have a ghetto education, and we are going to try to figure out a way in the next 
four or six years to switch that around and have you go to college and be a 
successful and productive human being. That transformation, that potential, that is 
super compelling to me. I don’t know anywhere else trying to do that. I don’t 
think I have some allegiance to the concept of charter schools per se. It’s not so 
much anything like a belief in the charter school movement at all.  
 
Within the desire of educators and the charter school mission’s to offer an avenue for educational 
equity to minority girls, the discourses defining the educational origins of students as ghetto 
educations isolate the interplays of students’ community alliances, neighborhood fragmentations 
via economic plights, and cultural subjectivities.  Elizabeth offers a more sensitive discussion to 
the girls’ educational backgrounds and the role the charter school actually plays in the shaping of 
educational promises: 
Girl Academy has always been unique in that sense, in its purpose to provide this 
education, and these tools, and these skills for young women, which is unlike any 
of the public schools.  It’s what we do, and we work at it constantly. All of us as 
staff members have in our minds the realistic picture outside of Girl Academy 
Charter because we are really this tiny spec in terms of the bigger world. I think 
we try as much as possible to help them see themselves as somebody who can 
attain all of their educational goals and what any other student can possibly do. 
But realistically, when we look as they set out to the real world, it doesn’t really 
happen…We barely scratch the surface as to what we really can do because there 
is such an actual difference as to who they are as a person and how well prepared 
they are in comparison to any other student that is not from this area. 
 
 The girl students that shared their experiences expressed a general sense of satisfaction 
with the educational opportunities they had received through their high school years.  This 
contrasted with the general impression their teachers had in terms of how academically prepared 
they were to face “the real world” be it college or the performance of being a “productive human 
being.”  Enthusiastically, Alicia summarizes the positive experiences she has had inside this 
school.  She credits her educational opportunities to the fact that this all-girl charter school has 
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offered her the prospects to achieve and explore careers she did not believe she could access.  
She speaks fondly and proudly of her participation in a science program through the partnership 
of an important medical research institution in the city that has ties with the school board: 
Well I practiced with live frogs because we had to push eggs into it and fertilize 
frog eggs and that was pretty fun. My partner Lila, she dropped the frog. I was 
like, ‘why? Why? Oh my god! Why do you drop the frog?’ I will never forget that 
day, never a day in my life! We had a graduation and, you know? They really 
honored us. It was a very rigorous program. 8 hours inside the lab. They would 
assign homework. That was a very challenging experience. I also applied to the 
Cardiology program in the 2009 summer and that was an eye opening experience. 
And now I’m back for the third year as a senior for Onco-Fertility and that’s 
going to be another rigorous month of my life. I can’t wait to see what happens 
next. We look like doctors and I actually like it because it makes you feel 
empowered. I love it and I want to be a doctor. Other people don’t get to 
experience that.  
 
Alicia’s experience reflects the possibility that these type of school entities, those that have the 
financial and sociocultural capital to network with strategic partnerships, can deliver educational 
opportunities denied to public schools in poor neighborhoods.  However, teachers’ testimonies 
were less optimistic around the long lasting impact this all-girl school had on the lives of these 
students. Elizabeth’s experience with students’ “survival rates” once the girls graduated 
confirmed some of her own and other colleagues’ fears: the all-girl charter was not able to 
reverse educational inequities.  Students rates of college attendance where higher than larger 
traditional public high schools, but the numbers continue to be low after ten years of school 
operations: 
I don’t know if we prepare them fully enough with educational tools they need to 
succeed and to really attain what we want them to. We graduated our first college 
class, and I think it was, like maybe 30 something percent? Which is better than 
what CPS, which is like 17%. But that’s still pretty low. What needs to happen? 
What we have noticed is that our later graduating classes are not continuing, they 
are dropping out, or taking a leave of absence because they have children, or 
financial reasons.  What we are noticing is that most of our girls are graduating 
within the 5 and 6 year period and not so much from the traditional four year, a 
handful are graduating from their schedule 4 year time. 
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Yet, students and teachers efforts to achieve success continue to be driving forces to sustain this 
space. A desire to confirm girls they made the right educational choice to attend this school   
repeats itself in the teachers’ narratives: 
Verity: I think this is what I like about this school. Here is an opportunity: first, 
here is Girl’s Academy. You want to attend an all-girls school? Fill out an 
application maybe you get to come here. I like that at least, to the best of my 
knowledge, we weren’t strategically looking to be an affluent school. We are a 
school looking to give everyone an opportunity that cannot afford a private all-
girl’s school. I just feel that our graduation rates are higher, people are invested, 
people are staying because we’re small…We don’t have a lot of the bureaucracy 
that other people are having where they can become discouraged. Students that go 
to charter schools realize that is a small environment, they are caring, there is 
opportunity. It’s a safe environment, different ways to learn. 
 
Within this endorsement, it is understandable that mothers and their daughters, trying to find the 
most ideal educational environment that has been systematically denied in poor neighborhoods, 
would chose a most immediate solution to educational access.  A charter school application, as a 
choice, seems to replace the right of a community demonstration to reclaim neighborhood public 
schools’ curricula, administration, and financial resources. This final observation takes this 
gendered educational analysis to the womb of this project. 
Would you send your daughter to this school? 
 This question became a significant and major component in the search for understanding 
the complexities and experiences poor racialized girls currently undergo in the face of urban 
financial and cultural restructuring and the transformation public services suffer when “the 
privileged few…with the opportunities to map and dominate the linguistic universe” (Greene, 
1998, p. xxix) enact school reform discourses delivered to politically dispossessed populations 
throughout the United States.  A fragile and painful performance of contradictions and 
sociocultural injustices emerged as the question, would you send your daughter/sister to this 
school? was asked to all the participants included in this research performance. 
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Teachers dressed in muted tones enter the multipurpose room. The light is dimmed, with the light 
from Lake Michigan filtering through the narrow but tall barred windows. In this imagined 
moment a circle of chairs suddenly begins to take shape, and soon, my quivering voice is thrown 
in the center of this space and every teacher that participated in this ethnographic journey can 
witness each other’s given testimonio. Teachers working in a charter school to empower the 
urban girl contradict their practice with their lived personal experiences: 
Would you send your daughter to this school? 
Elizabeth, would you enroll your daughter in this charter school? 
 
Nooo! I would, if Girl Academy exists still…that’s my issue. I don’t know how many times I can 
tell you when I introduce myself to somebody new and they are like:  
‘Hey!  What do you do?’ 
‘Oh! College counselor.’ 
‘Where?’ 
‘Oh! In an all girl’s Illinois public school.’ 
I always try to remove the word charter because I know part of me is working for the devil 
unfortunately, but if a school like Girl Academy, which is solely an all-girl school, and the only 
public school that exists, probably I would.  Just because I would look for that experience. I had 
the single-sex experience and it’s something that I would definitely hope, if I were to have a 
child. It’s an outstanding experience. But no, I wouldn’t particularly send my child to a charter 
school. 
 
Amanda, would you enroll your daughter in this charter school? 
I wouldn’t send my daughter here. I would hope my daughter could get into a selective 
enrollment school. I would send my daughter to public school in a heartbeat. I really hope to 
send my daughter to a public and an urban school.  I want to raise my daughter in the city and I 
would like her to attend a city school. I wouldn’t send her here.  I don’t necessarily think that 
this is an environment that would foster the kind of intellectual development that I hope my 
daughter would want. I think that this is a good school for some students and I think we have 
some real success stories here.  But, you know? It’s terrible to say it, but I just hope my daughter 
is not that big of a problem where she needs this kind of rescuing. 
 
Nancy, would you enroll your daughter in this charter school? 
 
I would enroll them here. I feel like these kids, I really see the girls mature and advocate for 
each other. I really see the closeness.  I would send my child here. There is support and they 
want the kids to succeed.  
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Madeline, would you enroll your daughter in this charter school? 
 
No, I don’t think so, I don’t know. I don’t know. It’s sort of a real question to me because in ten 
years, that’s what I would be doing, I don’t think this school may be here in ten years. It’s my gut 
feeling. But maybe. If it is, and I’m teaching here, maybe. As a life choice for me, just taking 
myself out of the equation, I don’t think so. I think that I would probably try to get my kid in a 
different high school, Walter Payton or Northside. 
 
Dominique, would you enroll your daughter in this charter school? 
 
Absolutely. 
 
Verity, would you enroll your daughter in this charter school? 
 
No. I feel bad. I couldn’t because I have issues with certain things. There needs to be structure, 
discipline, and…I don’t know if I want my kid in an environment with some of the other kids. But 
I love some of the opportunities that are for them, and that’s what I would like for my daughter, 
to come here and just do well. Like have college counseling that teaches a class that is preparing 
them for these different things. I would love for my kids to go to a public school and have great 
things without them saying, ‘I went to private school to get these things.’ So that’s where I’m 
torn because I feel like some things would need to change to send my kid here, and it’s sad. 
 
Sophie, would you send your daughter to this charter school? 
 
I have recommended this school to friends but I would not send my own daughter here. I always 
say it with a clause to my friends, ‘send your daughter here if she has good study skills; the 
curriculum is there but there are a lot of distractions.’ That’s honestly what I would say. I think 
we do get kids ready to go to college, but there are so many distractions along the way. So if they 
can’t handle it, I would say no.  But, I’m not even catholic and I think I would send my kids to a 
catholic school because I would want them to have a sense of right and wrong.   
 
Teaching public daughters 
 
I can hear Mary Ann Ahern’s voice, but the camera does not focus on her face.  Instead, 
your screen is filled with the presence of Chicago’s new Mayor, Rahm Emanuel.  Champion of 
“get your shit together Chicago, or else,” and omnipotent public school system reformer-charter 
school uber-advocate, he makes a charter school’s classroom or hallway a favorite backdrop to 
announce merit pay, relentless standardized testing, longer school days, and make false 
proclamations of public schools’ parents and teachers in relation to charters schools.  Mary Ann 
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the journalist and the citizen begins the interview.  “People want to know where your kids are 
going to school?” 
“No, you want to know,” responds the mayor with a painfully sharp smile. 
“Rumor says they are going to University of Chicago Laboratory School.” 
“Psss” the mayor shrugs his shoulder in disdain, “So, it’s a rumor.” 
“Why not just say it?” presses Mary Ann, “They are in a public position.”  
“No, no Mary, let me break this to you, my children are not in a public position, the mayor 
is…you are asking me a value statement not a policy.” 
The interview ends abruptly with Mary Ann being asked to leave and the mayor throwing the 
microphone to the floor.  In disbelief, I witness how the mayor, who determines the future of all 
public schools in Chicago, would not have answered Malikah’s question.  His violent silence, an 
act of the privilege he embodies, further marginalizes and demonizes the poor and racialized 
minority community that overwhelmingly fill the classrooms of both the public neighborhood 
school he repudiates and the charter school he sponsors.  Contrary to what the Mayor states, 
Malikah and Mary Ann are unmistakably asking for a statement of policy, ethical educational 
policy. Why is the mayor sending his children to the most prestigious private school in the city? 
Why are his daughters removed from a public position and placed in a private sphere? Why are 
Emanuel’s daughters not sitting next to Malikah inside the all girls’ charter school he lauded 
successful as he promised its students to replicate it in the near future?  As residents of the city of 
Chicago, the mayor’s children are as public as the rest of the public schools’ student body who 
are used daily to track crime, failure, and educational crisis in the media in order to promote the 
cultural and political reconstruction of public neighborhood schools set by neoliberal policies 
which present the public spheres as commodities.  The public community embodied via parents, 
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students and teachers are an obstacle for the free and rational enterprising self who is unable and 
unwilling to speak the language of equality, of educational opportunity, and it does not attempt 
to redress power imbalances inside the urban classroom. 
Freire argues that, “if scholars, researchers, or educators want to transform education to 
serve democratic ends, they cannot simply limit their struggles to institutional spaces. They must 
also develop a desire to increase their political activity outside of the schools” (p. 2 cited in Hill, 
2009). Education and the struggle to reclaim the right for equitable and accessible public 
education has to occur outside our classrooms with the inclusion of every community member. 
Dancing in reclaimed spaces brings the marginalized struggle to rebirth our communities and 
their tools to rewrite radical and inclusive democratic participations. It allows parents, teachers, 
and students placed within and against neoliberalized schooling discourses to reverse the effects 
that transverse our bodies inside and outside public school classrooms, seeping in and through 
communal spaces, and our consciousness.   
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CHAPTER 5 
 
NOT JUST A SPECTACLE OF MEMORY: PUBLIC EDUCATION AS A PUBLIC AND 
POLITICAL PERFORMANCE TO REMEMBER THE UNEXPECTED FUTURE 
 
 
This chapter is a problematic conclusive performance that voices and embodies onto text 
the (im)possibility of closure around the salient themes and questions exposed in this research.  
This chapter is part of a lifelong laboring memory that seeks to remember a past-future in the 
lives of those that occupy a public school space.  Nevertheless, I want this chapter to collect the 
performers’ visions of what public school could be and should be: a series of poetic and 
performative maps that can rescue the erased memories and the unexpected future histories of 
educational homes sheltered in communal neighborhoods.  These communal spaces (homes, 
schools, neighborhoods) can be the transformational shelters that can counter the discursive 
nature of public schooling as a tool of spectacle in crisis that further disconnects educational 
equity from marginalized populations when the values of free markets are driving public 
education policy and practices.  Invited to this final performance is Malinche’s memory to 
(re)create the (un)voiced/(un)mediated efforts by community members attending charter (public) 
schools that speak against the neoliberal educational reforms that removes the rights to keep their 
neighborhood schools open, make decisions on and around curriculum, dismantle punitive 
standardized schooling, ensure just and needed investment in the physical and creative 
infrastructure of school buildings, and the opening of new educational shelters inspired, driven, 
and sustained by local community-neighborhood members. 
Malinche Remembers: La Educación en Casa, La Escuela en un Jacal (Educational Homes, 
Schooling Inside Shelters) 
 
I learned today that two former colleagues are going to appeal to the “central office” the 
possibility to keep the charter school open.  I assume they, along with the newly hired co-
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directors traveled to Chicago’s downtown to the newly formed Office of New Schools that 
oversees Chicago’s charter schools.  I think about the meaning behind choosing these young 
“veteran” teachers to make the appeal (veterans in the sense that they are the last two teachers 
that remain from the original faculty hired when the charter school opened ten years ago). I 
became a different type of teacher along their side. My student-teaching mentor showed me how 
to be an educator who could develop the ability to sense and think with the heart to build 
communities with students and their home lives. Four years later, next to these two teachers, we/I 
had learned to see teaching as something that needs to be reflected and questioned, as well as 
managed, and evaluated. I remember the meetings where, as a faculty family, we would 
withdraw in retreats to (re)think, reflect, and (re)create the most progressive curriculum we could 
imagine to offer it to these girls that were placing all their bets on this charter school. I remember 
the plurality of our first faculty: a balanced number of Latina, African American, Asian, and 
White teachers in charge of (de)constructing and weaving static school subjects to ensure that 
students were sitting in a humanities class thinking about science connections, and imagining a 
mixed media art project to understand a unit from a more organic perspective.  I remember our 
first student class, a harmonious unit of difference sitting side by side, some of them meeting a 
different race and ethnicity for the first time at age thirteen.  We worked hard imagining what 
would be the most ideal and safest space for girls to be girls, to love themselves and each other, 
to learn from each other, to applaud each other’s accomplishments in all school subjects until 
graduation day. Girls walking down the street from the Stateway public housing building, girls 
dropped off from Bridgeport and Chinatown, girls commuting from Pilsen and Back of the 
Yards. Those girls that are misrepresented and mistrusted, discouraged to see themselves as 
powerful agents of change in society. I suppose that in that idealized utopia of a “United Colors 
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of Benetton” ad image we wanted to pursue, we refused to accept and address the problematic 
politics of race, class, and gender inequalities that we were sustaining.  Sitting through this 
meeting, remembering what it was like to teach in Chicago’s South Side, one distinct lesson 
manifests repeatedly in my heart/mind: each student interpreted their socio-cultural and 
geopolitical experiences differently.  I faced hundreds of different realities in any given school 
day, all encapsulated in that physical-social realm known as charter (public) school.  The wealth 
of personal and professional insights acquired through the lives of students, parents, and 
colleagues during my teaching days here is incomparable to anything else I have experienced.  
Representing these realities in the curriculum in meaningful and critical ways was of the utmost 
importance for the success of students and overall school community.  However, when the 
educational process encounters and persistently undermines the unique ways in which each 
student has to live and experience poverty, migration, structural socioeconomic segregation, and 
cultural differences, the results are countless performances of identity (mis)formations, 
resistance, survival, realizations, marginalization, and enlightenments in relation to dictated 
societal constructions of culture, knowledge, class, legality, race, gender, and reform.  As 
Delgado Bernal explains, “although students of color are holders and creators of knowledge, they 
often feel as if their histories, experiences, cultures, and languages are devalued, misinterpreted, 
or omitted within formal educational settings” (2002, p. 106).  Inevitably, a culture of education 
solely driven by business models, common sense approaches, and high stakes standardized test 
scores, will fail miserably at preventing social inequalities, diminish a democratic and ethical 
imagination in students, remove multiple sources of learning, and eradicate a commitment for 
collective long-life learning for the betterment of one’s disadvantaged community and society.  
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We wanted, wholeheartedly, to change a public school system that has miseducated and 
defrauded generations of racialized and ethnic minorities in the city, seventy-five girls at a time.  
We worked seven days a week, up to twelve hours a day those first years.  We knew we were 
getting paid less than our public school counterparts, but we did not mind those figures.  Our 
emotional and intellectual commitment to the mission of the charter (public) school was 
rewarding and renewed when we could declare: we are doing our own progressive thing and we 
don’t have to submit to the failures of standardize testing.  We had opened a new school.  I 
understand now that our sense of “we” was a volatile fiction always at the mercy of an autocratic 
school board of directors and city agencies that never intended to build a long lasting democratic 
educational home for disadvantaged girls. 
Today, I feel an uncomfortable sense of nostalgia that makes me question what this 
research was really all about. The fact that I arduously pursued to put together a clear and linear 
text, on time, that would allow me to grasp the complexities that surge inside the experiences of 
students and teachers, of this charter school building, the city and of my own schooling 
memories, to place them in order, only to return to a fragmented quilt of urgent memories that 
continues to be unfinished.  Today, by chance, on a day I decided to do unexpected observations 
in the chartered field, I am invited to join the emergency faculty meeting where my former 
colleagues are going to be informed as to whether the appeal made by the Girl Academy for 
Leaders Charter School’s emissaries to remain open was successful.  I feel an immense sense of 
apprehension by the unpredicted order of things: is this moment a moment of opportune clarity 
in my research?  Another epiphany that answers the question uttered three years ago?  
 Would you send your daughter to this (charter) school? 
 Should this charter (public) school close its doors? 
 159 
 I want to see this instant, observing the teachers’ faces wearing a raw mask of disbelief, 
pain, and uncertainty, as the perfect time to wrap my research. I cannot.  I am witnessing a 
sacrificial spectacle as the possibility of another (public) school closing down is announced to 
these teachers sitting on the edge of their seats. Perfect timing to incorporate this event into my 
research text? I only understand that I have an unbounded need to be consoled. 
 In a brief, hurried, and matter of fact, improvised presentation, the co-directors announce 
that the Office of New Schools has agreed to renew the school’s charter under a series of 
conditions.  First, the charter will be reauthorized for only three rather than the institutionalized 
five years.  Upon receiving failing grades in their performance assessment, the charter will have 
these three years to improve in targeted areas (the details of these areas go unexplained to 
teachers who inquire as to where the charter school went wrong).  The co-directors explain that 
there is a series of changes and conditions they have to comply in order to have their charter 
renewed at the end of these three years, among these measures, the incorporation of outside, 
contractors and consultants with the ability to rectify troubled areas in accountability.  The word 
“standardized tests” comes up, and I can connect the concerns of the participants with the latest, 
and unwelcome wave of standardized testing the building was going through.  The pedagogical 
autonomy of the charter that the original first co-directors promoted, a critical and progressive 
educational experience, was officially terminated.  Teachers have their hands raised with 
questions in the midst of the heavy mood that suffocates the air in the spacious classroom facing 
downtown Chicago.  The answers delivered by the young co-directors repeats itself: we can’t 
disclose this information at the moment. 
The meeting ends abruptly, teachers and co-directors forget their niceties on this Friday 
as they walk out the classroom, wrapped in what feels is anger, disappointment, and 
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vulnerability.  Perhaps a general numbness as their fears were confirmed after weeks of 
speculation.  They walk away knowing that things inside this charter (public) school will change 
as it’s aggressively occurring to their neighborhood public school counterparts.  
Nancy:  
We are going to find out today for the future, what’s going to happen to us? 
 
CO: Do you have any ideas? 
 
Nancy:  
I know we will be open one more year, but after that, I don’t know. That really scares me. So 
there is probably a whole criteria they look and they give you about two more years to get things 
up, and then, they usually close them. And we may, who knows. Some people think we are going 
to close. It would be very sad if they close us.  It would be hard to be in your 40’s and looking 
for a job. Carmen, they came here in October, and they gave us a really, really bad evaluation. 
 
CO: And how did they evaluate you? 
 
Nancy:  
There was a whole checklist they looked at. But my personal thing is, how even with you here, 
you are obviously interviewing us for the next couple of weeks, and you will be looking and 
listening to all of our stuff. That’s just different data right there. I don’t think is fair for two days 
to have outside observers to judge ANY school, I don’t care if it’s the suburbs or us.  
 
(With a firm confidence she implies she had to convince the common-sense agents that their 
sense may not be, nor should it be, a solemn absolute as she performed the role of desirable 
educator. Her tone is tinted with anger and powerlessness. The entire school was subjected to a 
criminal inspection of sorts, detached-objective-observers-graced with the power of a checklist 
that can’t be wrong. I suspect they don’t practice this in Chicago suburbs; ask wealthy Oak 
Parkers or Napervillers if their charter schools are subject to this…of course ask them whenever 
they open a charter school)  
CO: How do you envision the ideal public school? 
Madeline: 
If public schools could be organized so they weren’t so large. Ideally, and that would take capital 
like crazy, you got a lot more schools, but theoretically if you could have small schools in your 
neighborhood, that would be awesome and that could be amazing. A place where community 
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really came together, you could tap into your local resources. It could be an after school center. I 
think it could be awesome. If it would be set up right, you could have a public school in your 
neighborhood that could take care of so many needs of so many things. Not just the kids’ 
education, but parent education, health issues, you know? This is just utopia talk, (laughs in 
contradiction, more possibility than defeat in her laughter) but I don’t see why we couldn’t do it, 
if we just had our priorities.  
 
Drizzy: 
I just notice the things that have been changing about our school. Our voices are being muzzled a 
little bit by a pillow. We don’t get to express ourselves anymore like we used to have. Give us 
the opportunity to make decisions, you know? Or can we at least put two cents into the decision 
that’s going to be made? Now they don’t let you do that at all. They feel like, ‘why should we let 
them make the decisions?  They are just kids!’ But they used to, you know? Ask, ‘how do you all 
feel about this? We are about to do this? Do you feel comfortable? Are you agreeing?’ They 
don’t let you do that anymore. We used to have meetings where they used to say,‘this is going to 
go, what do you think?’ Now they don’t even ask.  
 
Dominique: 
I love the city, I love my students, and I don’t want to turn my back. But I don’t want to be part 
of something this ugly. The more and more I’m seeing it, Chicago still isn’t in the business of 
making schools better for some people. I don’t see it.  The Mayor at a larger level has made 
particular moves in the smaller levels and I have yet to see that we are serious about making 
schools better. I thought it when I came here. But I’m starting to believe what the city wants. 
They want to create a base for certain type of students. If anyone needs a reassessment it would 
be the city not individual schools that are doing good work. I don’t know. If I was Obama, I’d be 
like, ‘I’m sending this committee and see what the hell are you doing to these kids!” 
 
As I approach the exit of the school building, I notice the students’ voices absent in the 
school’s corridors and stairs. I stand in silence observing the imposing white plastic banner that 
has been hanging at the threshold of the school building.  It announces and celebrates the tenth 
year anniversary of this charter school. I observe the logo of the school, created in art class by 
one of the students that formed part of the first cohorts. An open book, with blue pages and on 
top, a graduation cap.  I look towards the co-directors offices, and my former bosses have been 
replaced by ‘leaders’ who believe in the next stage of the charter school growth phase; that’s 
how they explained the removal of the first co-director that had worked tirelessly to make this 
space an educational possibility for ten years.  The school tried for ten years to serve ‘urban 
girls.’ Should this charter (public) school closed its doors as well?  In a place so deserted, can 
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any type of school bring the presence of educational hope? Charter or neighborhood public, just 
as long as someone brings a building alive with possibilities to deflect the empty lots, the ghosts 
of (unfairly) torn down public housing, the boarded communities; should this school also close 
down? In such a deterritorialized space, where no one is from here, who will protest its closing?  
Clearly, the public school system has included this ‘autonomous’ charter (public) school to abide 
by the same regulations and test scores as the neighborhood schools; is their autonomy officially 
finished?  
 I step outside, into another bitter Chicago winter day. I cross the street and take one last 
look at Girl Academy for Leaders Charter School. I turn to my right and observe the 
neighborhood primary public school that stands right next door to the leased charter school 
building. I notice it lacks windows. Its dizzying bricked architecture sends a feeling of 
suffocation. The name of the public school has been undecipherable.  For the last six years, the 
school’s name has been missing letters that fell off the wall.  No one from the central office has 
come to replace them. The neighborhood and its people have been misplaced. It’s nobody’s 
school now.  I will be walking and writing in pure conflict. 
CODA 
Malikah’s question, inside a charter school in an economic and racially segregated space, 
broke the silence of educational inequity my research would have perpetuated. In that moment, 
Malikah stepped all over my research assumptions to show me how the participants’ voices 
would dictate the direction of my research, weave their answers, and question my ethical and 
political performance in this contested space. I welcomed the dynamic turns of the research, the 
way the girls and teachers guided me to reach the path to nowhere and everywhere when 
nurturing relationships. It was a call to and for community, for involvement, for transgression, 
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allowing the young girls and their teachers to speak, to question, to live another set of ethics.  
Not the static morals of “personal responsibility” “the ethics of one” or “la mismidad” but rather 
“critical radical ethics [that] is relational and collaborative,” (Lincoln, 2010) and I would add, 
unclear, never settled, painful and uncomfortable.  
Moving beyond what could be considered “innovative and experimental” qualitative 
inquiry, Latina/Chicana feminist writers interrupt the mainstream distance between researcher 
and the subject of her analysis and her writing. “Chicanas write in opposition to a hegemonic 
feminist discourse that places gender as a variable separate from that of race and class. Chicanas 
write in opposition to academic, whether mainstream or postmodern, who have never fully 
recognized them as subjects, as active agents” (Arredondo et al., 2003, p 4).  Knowing and 
writing Latina feminisms requires one to be “moved by different sets of questions concerning 
power, domination, and representation” (Visweswaran, 1994, p. 140).  How Latina/Chicana lives 
may be positioned in opposite relation to dominant discourses and structures of power is what 
provides strength in their textual subjectivities.  Speaking back against a (White) mainstream 
policy that sees Latina mothers as deficient, frames youth to walk away from school institutions 
before graduation, closes down public education to poor and racialized populations, denies health 
care to poor and undocumented Latina mothers and their children, criminalizes crossing women 
and men, condones deplorable working conditions, and destroys neighborhood and collective 
cultural homes, Latina feminist oppositional and differential ethnographies open a path to trace 
their intersected subjectivity experiences.  Through a poetic politics reflected in “outlaw genres, 
ethnic ethnographies, autographies, …or autoethnographies” (Klahn, 2003, p.117), Latina 
feminists theories, methods, and epistemologies hope to challenge and bring about social change 
in opposition, despite differences, with spirituality. 
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APPENDIX A 
Recruitment procedures 
Historical data will be extracted through archival methods: library search engines, internet sites, 
as well as media documents (i.e. newspapers, magazines, books, etc.) Adult subjects will be 
contacted via electronic mail or phone, as well as face-to-face interactions during the months of 
October and November to participate in an interview for this research. Adult subjects include 
teachers, school administrators, and/or parents working within the charter school selected. They 
can participate on a volunteer basis in these interviews. They can also participate based on their 
willingness to express their experience within a charter school setting between the years of 1997 
and 2009. Subjects will be sent a series of questions before the interview takes place to prepare 
them for the day of the interview. After reviewing these questions, the volunteers can determine 
to withdraw from the interview before during and/or after the interview. The maximum number 
of interviews are three interviews per subject after the initial interview. There is a minimum of 
one interview. Some of these adults will be individuals who participated in the opening of the 
charter school to be studied. 
It is anticipated that one of the adult subjects to be contacted serves as a former employer of the 
researcher. 
The agency anticipated to participate in these interviews is Young Women's Leadership Charter 
School (a public charter school.) The researcher will contact the subjects via phone call or 
electronic mail or face-to-face interaction. No subjects wll be chosen from school records. 
Solicitation will be established through face-to-face interaction, direct electronic mail or phone 
contact. There will be no public solicitation or advertising in search of subjects. 
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Students needed for this research will be involved only after parents and/or guardians give signed 
permission to allow their children to participate in this research. Students will be selected on the 
basis of attending 11th and/or 12th grade, parental approval to participate and students' 
willingness to express their experience within a charter school setting. Their identifying 
information will remain anonymous at all times. There is a minimum of one interview and 
maximum of three interview sessions. This depends upon the completion of a fixed number of 
questions set in the interview. The interviews will take place during non-classroom hours (i.e 
during study period, advisory time) 
Inclusion/exclusion 
1) Subjects will be selected after being approached by letter, e-mail, phone call, and face-to-
face interaction to participate as volunteers in this study to express their educational 
experience within the charter school. Only willing volunteers that can give written 
permission to pariticipate in this research through an interview format and have their 
information published, presented or shared in the researcher's written work under 
pseudonyms at all times will be selected. Subjects will be selected on the basis of being 
involved with the aforementioned Chicago charter public school. These subjects will 
include educators, administrators, students (grades 11th through 12th), parents, and/or 
policy makers involved within the aforementioned charter school. Subjects are not being 
selected on basis of race, sex, or ethnic group affiliations since this research is not 
designed to target vulnerable populations or subjects deliberately, nor is this research 
informed on models of treatment and control groups. The inclusion of African American 
and Latino(a) subjects will be due to the geographic position of Chicago's school district 
characterized by the attendance of minority populations. Also, secondary school age 
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students (16-18 years in grades 11th through 12th grade) will be part of this research to 
include their perceptions of a charter school education and its effects in their educational 
plans. Younger students are excluded given that this research will focus on junior and 
senior students in high school. 2) Subjects included in the research will be those directly 
participating in the charter school movement within the secondary public school system 
of Chicago in the aforementioned school, as well as those who may be part of secondary 
schools in the Chicago public school system working in tandem with the aforementioned 
charter school (i.e. working as volunteers, and/or donors). Subjects who are students in 
the main site identified as a charter school in Chicago will be those attending their junior 
and senior years in high school. Adult subjects who have participated in some way in the 
inception or discussion of charter schools in the last ten years will be included as well. 
Excluded subjects may include subjects involved in private secondary school 
organizations in Chicago. This research is not based on a medical research model, 
therefore there are no treatment or control groups included. 
Research procedures 
Participants will be involved in completing an oral interview that seeks to obtain their 
perceptions and experiences around the subject of school choice, charter schools and public 
schooling in the city of Chicago. These interviews will take place during the fall semester, 
specifically the months of October and November. Each interview will last between 60 to 90 
minutes among adults and 60 minutes for students. Both adults and students will be interviewed 
individually. Students participating in round table or group discussions will answer questions 
knowing their identities will not be compromised in the written research. Interview questons will 
remain based around their educational experiences within the charter school they attend. There is 
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a minimum of 1 session per subject and a maximum of 3 interviews per subject in order to 
complete the interview questions presented. In other words, subjects can participate in one 
through three interviews, as the case may be needed in order to answer all questions presented by 
the researcher. Subjects can opt to answer as many questions as they feel comfortable and wiling 
to answer with the researcher. Subjects can interrupt, stop, and/or withdraw the interview at any 
moment with no risk or consequence for their position. 
Adults can be interviewed in school grounds or after school at public places specified by the 
participant. Only a tape recorder and written notes will be used as means to record answers. The 
recorded information will be treated as oral educational stories that will serve as anecdotal 
documentation. These notes and recorded answers will be kept locked in the researcher's 
personal office at all times. Students participating in these interviews will be asked to participate 
during non-classroom times. In this manner, nonparticipants will not be disrupted during their 
school day. Student participants will not have their classroom time disrupted since these 
interviews will be conducted during their personal study periods and advisory/homeroom times. 
These interviews will take place in the school's meeting room and/or the school's study room at 
all times to ensure a minimum of disruption to classrooms in session as well as student 
participants' safety. 
Data collection 
Historical data will be collected through archival research methods (i.e. library search, printed 
media, historical archival collections) Interviews will be identified under the last name of the 
subject (i.e. Smith-Interview 1, Smith-Interview 2, etc.) Once these interviews are transcribed, 
subjects will be coded with key pseudonyms. The identity keys will not be included in any 
published data. The subjects' identity keys will be saved in a separate database folder in the 
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researcher's UIUC CITES NetFile server account. 
Anonymous data is not proposed for this research study since subjects will be interviewed 
directly by the researcher, and some of the subjects know the researcher from prior exposure (i.e. 
former colleagues), but subjects will have the right to remain unidentified in any and all written 
and/or published text at all times.The information gathered will be used as anecdotal evidence. 
Information collected through audio tapes and transcribed will be saved in the University of 
Illinois at Urbana Champaign's CITES NetFile server account protected by password only 
known to the researcher. Further, the researcher's personal computer is operated only through a 
personal and private password only known to the researcher. 
Data security 
Audio tapes and written notes generated from interviews will be safely locked in a file cabinet in 
the researcher's personal office. No one, except the researcher, will have access to either key or 
file cabinet. In addition, transcribed data will be saved in the researcher's CITES NetFile server 
account, with password only known to the researcher. Furthermore, the researcher's personal 
computer is operated only thorugh a personal and private password only known to the researcher. 
Privacy 
Provisions will be made to protect subjects by offering the option of anonymity. Pseudonyms 
will be used for all subjects at all times. This provision will be stated in consent letters. Subjects 
will be able to review their transcripts for further privacy approval. The school's name will be 
changed and exact location will not be disclosed. However, the city where the school is located 
will be specified. No visual media (i.e. photographs) of any subject will be used for this research 
study. 
Consent process 
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Voluntary consent will be obtained during the 2009 fall semester through one letter of consent at 
the site of research previous to any interview by the researcher from adult subjects, student 
subjects, and parents of student subjects. Parents will receive a letter of consent through their 
children. Only those parents that return their signed letter through their children within 7 days, 
will be considered as consenting parents willing to let their children be participants in the 
research. No cognitively impaired subjects will participate in this research. Waiting period for 
prospective subjects to participate will be one week from the date letters are distributed. Subjects 
will be approached twice to minimize coercion: an initial informational meeting to explain the 
research and a final reminder to participate and turn in signed consent letters. English language 
will be used by prospective subjects and the researcher obtaining consent. Consent on behalf of 
adolescents will be obtained from one parent regardless of the status of the other parent. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 	  
